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ABSTRACT 
Change is an increasing factor in our daily lives as well as in our life stories. 
"Change" can be distinguished from "transition;" change denotes an alteration, or 
perceived alteration, in a condition or circumstance. Transition, on the other hand, refers 
to the process, or the result of the process, by which an individual adapts to change and 
re-establishes a sense of stability. Change is a catalyst for transition; transition re-aligns 
the self in relation to the environment. 
This dissertation proposes a new theoretical model of personal transition based on 
concepts of self and identity. The model, referred to as The Gap Management Model, is 
proposed as a tool for both applied and theoretical use. It explores how people cope with 
change and why some responses are functional while others are dysfunctional. The model 
accounts for factors that have been identified by others as influencing the difficulty of 
transition such as timeliness, desirability, scope, etc., and is consistent with the phases of 
transition described in existing transition process models. Although existing models are 
useful, none thus far has been applicable to all types of transition (driven by changes that 
are internal or external, expected or unexpected) while at the same time explaining why 
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people react to change the way they do and how they attempt to regain a sense of 
normalcy in their lives. The proposed model will link existing, well-accepted theory and 
research in creating a unified model of personal transition. 
The three-part ritual structure of stability-liminality-stability is mirrored in the 
psychological processes of transition as they have been observed. The model explores the 
middle phase of liminality as an important step in psychological realignment. The central 
concept of the model is that people strive for a sense of congruity between their internal 
sense of self and the roles and relationships they maintain. Lack of congruity creates 
uncertainty and distress, feelings characteristic of the liminal experience. 
Three different applications of the model are presented: adolescence, the college 
to post-college transition, and WWII-era Civil Resettlement Units for ex-POWs. The 
author's own research data is employed for the college to post-college example. 
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Preface 
Why Study Transitions? 
I became interested in the idea of transitions while I was working in a university 
career office. I noticed that seniors, particularly in the spring semester, often came into 
my office expressing fear, confusion, and lack of direction. One student, who described 
herself as "terrified," told me that she had no idea what she was going to do after 
graduation, even though upon further questioning I learned that she had a job and an 
apartment ah"eady lined up. I would hear from recently graduated students who were 
feeling lost and depressed, even if they were working in jobs they had previously aspired 
to. What, they wondered, had gone wrong? Would they feel like this forever? As I spoke 
to others about these students generally, I heard explanations such as: 
• They were spoiled 
• It was a bad economy and jobs were hard to come by 
• They were immature 
• They had chosen an "impractical" major. 
Somehow these explanations didn' t seem quite right to me. As I spoke with more 
and more people of all ages about their experiences and feelings right after their college 
graduation, I heard similar stories regardless of the year or decade or economy in which 
the graduation had taken place. "I was a mess." "It was really hard for me." "I spent six 
months just hiding out." What was going on? Was the real problem the fact that these 
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people were experiencing a major life change that propelled them into a lifestyle they had 
not previously experienced? I wanted to find out, and thus began my study of transitions. 
The fact that this dissertation exists reflects a personal transition in my own life. At the 
age of fifty-three, I had two masters degrees (one in business and one in American 
Studies) and a job working at a university career office. My job was fulfilling in some 
respects, but I felt there was something missing. After resisting and wrestling with the 
idea of becoming a student yet again, I decided to enroll in a M.Ed. program in 
counseling at the Boston University School of Education. Thus began this leg of my 
journey, and another transition in my life. 
X 
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Introduction 
"A theorist is someone who observes a portion of the world around him and seeks to find 
order in the booming, bustling confusion that is the realm of experience." 
-Robert Dubin, 1978, p. 5. 
"Good theory is consistent, and as one part of a theory is altered, a ripple effect is 
created throughout the the01y." -Michael St. Clair, 2000, p. 12. 
The Reality of Change 
Change is a reality in our lives from beginning to end. We adapt to it, we create it, 
we endure it, we resist it, we welcome it. Developmental change originates from within 
but can have an impact on the way we experience our lives, the way we are treated or 
want to be treated by the outside world. Change that originates externally can have an 
impact on our internal sense of self as well as our feelings about, and relationship with, 
the social world. We see our bodies change in ways both good and bad, we grow up, get 
married (or not), move to a new community (or stay put while familiar neighbors leave), 
get a new job, experience the death of a loved one, see our children grow, get promoted 
or laid off, retire; in every instance, we must adjust, either abruptly or gradually, to a new 
relationship with the world in which we operate. 
Why should we care about understanding these transitions? We know that some 
changes are viewed by those experiencing them as positive, some as negative, and some 
as mixed. We might suspect, as Holmes and Rahe suggested (1967), that change in a life 
situation can result in stress; but how do we know when or why that stress will arise? 
How can we mitigate the negative effects of change, either before or after the fact? 
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Americans (and increasingly, those in the rest of the world) live in a fast-paced, 
multicultural environment in which social, technological, and personal change have 
become necessary realities. Many of us experience changes in family structure, place of 
residence, economic situation, exposure to new values, or some other aspect of living. As 
policy-makers, as helpers, or as people just living our own lives, our ability to understand 
the human response to change is important if we want to maximize the potential for 
mental and physical health, and minimize distress or dysfunction. 
There is a truism that people don't like change, but the opposite is also true: 
people don' t like stagnation. What is it about the nature and manner of change that makes 
it sometimes exciting, sometimes unpalatable, and sometimes totally debilitating? Why 
do the same experiences affect people differently? How much change is the right 
amount? 
Studying Change and Transition 
The ways in which people create and cope with change have been studied 
systematically for at least a century. In 1908, anthropologist Arnold van Gennep 
published The Rites of Passage, his analysis of transition rituals from various cultures. 
Van Gennep identified a three-part structure to these rituals: separation from a prior 
status, transition, and incorporation into a new status. Victor Turner (1969) expanded on 
van Gennep's work and called the middle phase liminality, (from "limen," meaning 
threshold) indicating that the person undergoing the transition was on the threshold of 
something new. 
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Throughout the twentieth century, volumes of research in clinical psychology, 
developmental psychology, anthropology, sociology, and social psychology focused on 
areas such as bereavement and grief, role transition, developmental change, 
organizational change, and reactions to social change. In 1944 Erich Lindemann 
published his classic study of bereavement, "Symptomatology and Management of Acute 
Grief." Following WWII, studies of loss, grief, and bereavement proliferated. The social 
changes born in the prosperous post-war 1950s and the social upheavals of the 1960s 
increased interest in understanding how individuals respond to change. Holmes and 
Rahe's Social Adjustment Rating Scale (1967) suggested that even positive changes can 
be experienced as stressful. Toffler' s Future Shock ( 1970) predicted dire personal and 
social consequences from too-rapid, unassimilated change. These works popularized, for 
American audiences, awareness of change and the resulting potential difficulties in 
personal adjustment. 
Change is an increasing factor not only in our daily lives on a short-te1m basis but 
in our life stories. We move ourselves to new geographic locations, into and out of 
relationships and family groups, into and out of jobs. We are moved into new life 
situations by others or by circumstance. Changes in the larger societal context present us 
with the necessity of either adapting to new technologies and social norms or structuring 
our lives in order to by-pass them. In short, "change happens." When change happens, 
transition follows. If it doesn't, the result is a person, institution, or cultural group that is 
"out of synch," in one way or another, with their surroundings. Being out of synch is not 
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a bad thing in itself, but it must come with a recognition and acceptance of being out of 
synch or there is a danger of experiencing life as frustrating and confusing. 
Counselors and social workers frequently deal with people undergoing change. 
Organizational planners and human resource professionals try to plan for change in ways 
that will be least disruptive and lead to the most effective adaptations among those 
affected. Individuals experiencing change look for ways to cope with inner disruption. 
Friends and family members try to understand and assist those in distress. 
We can make a distinction here between "change" and "transition." Although the 
two terms are often used interchangeably, change can be defined as an alteration, or 
perceived alteration, in a condition or circumstance that affects the individual. Change 
alters our environment or our relationship to the environment in some way. Transition, on 
the other hand, can be specifically used to refer to the process, or the result of the 
process, by which an individual adapts to change and re-establishes equilibrium and a 
sense of stability after a change. Change is a catalyst for transition; transition re-aligns 
the self in relation to the environment. 
In the 1970s there were some who advocated for establishing transition theory as 
a separate field of study. C. M. Parkes (1971) and Adams, Hayes, and Hopson ( 1976) 
called for research into the phenomenon of personal transition. Early models were created 
outlining emotional and behavioral reactions to transition. James Tyhurst (1957) found a 
three-part pattern in reaction to change that included a middle phase of depression and 
confusion. Glaser and Strauss (1971) identified circumstantial factors that can make 
transition more or less difficult such as desirability, level of control, and permanence. 
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Peter Marris (1974) analyzed his own studies of personal and social change, concluding 
that our ability to cope is dependent on both our ability to make sense of our current 
circumstances and our ability to integrate those circumstances into the context of our 
anticipated future. Organizational psychologist Meryl R. Louis (1980) studied 
newcomers' adjustment to corporate culture and found that elements brought to the 
situation by the individual and those brought by external parties both influenced the way 
people make sense of a new environment. In 1988 Helen R. Ebaugh published her study 
of the role exit process. Through numerous interviews with people who were making or 
had made significant role changes she identified both a psychological process through 
which role exiters move and elements that effect the ease or difficulty of the transition. 
Nancy Schlossberg (1989, 1995) wrote about transitions from a counseling standpoint. A 
transition experience, according to Schlossberg, constituted a change in routines, roles 
and relationships. 
Many of these theorists touched on the individual's sense of identity and 
relationship to the environment as being elements in transition adjustment. Parkes was 
explicit regarding the importance of continuity in the life space of the person. The actual 
mechanisms of individual identity change had not yet been explored in depth, however. 
Peter Burke has since written about these mechanisms. He described a process (1991) by 
which an identity control system, continually monitors and assesses feedback received 
from others against an internal, meaning-making identity standard. 
A great deal of work has been done by psychologists, sociologists, organizational 
behaviorists and others to understand how people react to, and move through, change. 
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Numerous studies have been conducted on specific types of transitions such as 
retirement, bereavement, international relocation, divorce, illness, entering a new school, 
etc. Developmental psychologists have worked to understand developmental transitions 
throughout the life-span, studying, for example, the transitions from childhood to 
adolescence or from middle adulthood to old age. Still, the mechanism by which internal 
change and external change dialectically interact, the effect of change on the individual, 
and how the individual copes with or manages change, has not been fully explored. While 
research abounds concerning individual types or examples of social and 
personal transition, only occasional attempts have been made to identify an overall 
pattern of transition experience. Parkes specifically excluded developmental change from 
his theory. Burke's model does not include effects of anticipation on the ability to adjust 
to change. Although both the Parkes and Burke models explain a great deal and 
encompass much that we know about transitions and identity, no comprehensive general 
model of personal transition yet exists. 
Proposing a New Model 
This dissertation will propose a new theoretical model of personal transition, 
exploring the way individuals react to and manage changes in their lives. Although 
existing models are useful, none thus far has been applicable to all types of transition 
(developmental, expected, and unexpected life changes) while at the same time 
explaining why people react to change the way they do and how they attempt to regain a 
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sense of normalcy in their lives. The proposed model will link existing, well-accepted 
theory and research in creating a unified model of personal transition. 
A comprehensive transition model should apply whether the transition is initiated 
internally through the process of growth and development or externally through a change 
in circumstance. The model should explain how people cope with change and why some 
responses are functional while others are dysfunctional. The model should account for 
factors that have been identified by others as influencing the difficulty of transition such 
as timeliness, desirability, scope, etc. The model should also be consistent with the 
phases of transition described in existing transition process models. 
Theoretical Foundations 
The model proposed here has roots in psychology, sociology, and anthropology. 
Psychology contributes theories of how the "self' interacts with others and responds to 
and incorporates change. Sociology contributes an understanding of how a person creates 
or is assigned an identity through a role or through social relationships. Anthropology 
contributes to our understanding of how culture and ritual create, support or denote 
change and transition. 
Because change and transition can disrupt lives and result in personal difficulty, 
many have tried to understand what happens during a life change. Some have 
documented the transition process, either in whole or in part. Some have studied specific 
transitions. Much research on transition is based on loss; Lindemann's study of 
bereavement (1944) was foundational to many subsequent studies ofloss and grief. Peter 
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Marris (1974) looked at losses related to widowhood, slum clearance, and cultural 
change. Other researchers and writers have looked at transition (and change) as a cause of 
stress and illness (Engel, 1961; Holmes & Rahe, 1967; Selye, 195611976). Some (Parkes, 
1971; Adams, Hayes, and Hopson, 1976) have called attention to a potential overall 
pattern of transition, and suggested that transitions be studied systematically. 
Much work has been done by others and much is already known. This dissertation 
attempts to bring together existing knowledge from various disciplines, organize it in a 
systematic way, and provide the connections that will present a usable transition model. 
The model takes into account the unique factors impacting transitions noted by Ebaugh 
(1988), Glaser & Strauss (1971) and Schlossberg (1989, 1995), and also embraces as 
central the three-part model of separation, transition, and incorporation first identified by 
van Gennep (196011908) and since expanded by Turner (1969) and Bridges (2001, 2004). 
The three-part ritual structure of stability-lirninality-stability is mirrored in the 
psychological processes of transition as they have been observed. Why the 
correspondence? Is there a psychological foundation for the ritual form? I examine both 
psychological and sociological theories of self and identity in order to locate the possible 
foundations of this structure in human psychology. The central concept of the model is 
that people strive for a sense of congruity between their internal sense of self and the 
roles and relationships they maintain. Lack of congruity creates uncertainty and distress, 
feelings characteristic of the liminal experience. The writings of Mahler, Winnicott, 
Erikson, and Burke (among others) are used to create working definitions of self and 
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identity as complementary internal and external components of personhood. The 
proposed model relies on the three basic premises that: 
a) an individual's sense of self is derived from a combination of existing internal 
self-beliefs and perceived inputs from the external environment, 
b) change to either the internal view or the relevant external environment upsets the 
established relationship between the internal and the external, and 
c) the human tendency is to achieve and maintain congruity between these internal 
and external components in order to preserve a coherent sense of self and identity 
and predictability of interaction with the environment. Transition is the process of 
restoring congruity. 
These premises will be examined further in following chapters. 
Significance and Contlibution of the Model 
The numerous studies that already exist on various types of transitions point to a 
continuing need for a better understanding of the transition process. This dissertation 
proposes a model that encompasses and synthesizes many of the features of existing 
models, and is based on the idea that transitions affect our selves and our identities by 
changing the way we relate to and operate in the relevant environment; a gap has been 
created in the model we hold of ourselves vis-a-vis the world. The model, to be referred 
to as The Gap Management Model, is proposed as a tool for both applied and theoretical 
use. The model is designed to describe the process of adaptation through different types 
of transitions, whether the transition is internally or externally generated, anticipated or 
unanticipated. In addition, the model attempts to explain behavior and predict outcomes 
for each type of transition, including ways in which efforts to regain stability can be 
effective or ineffective, functional or dysfunctional. 
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A comprehensive model of transition will assist helping professionals, social 
policy makers, organization managers, and future researchers by providing an 
understanding of the emotions and processes associated with change and transition. Such 
a model will also provide a common base of understanding from which, through research, 
additional knowledge can be gained. Without such a model, each type of transition must 
be researched separately. Currently, if little or no literature is found on a specific 
transition, the seeker must "make do" by fmding something close or comparable and 
extrapolate from it. While current literature goes a long way towards providing an 
understanding of transitions, no model covers both circumstantial and developmental 
scenarios and explains varieties of behavior and reactions related to transitions. Current 
models don't explain why we react to transitions as we do. A generic model should 
provide a basic understanding of how personal transitions are successfully made, what 
. can go wrong, and why. With this understanding as a foundation, individual situations 
can be assessed and addressed more quickly and perhaps more effectively in a counseling 
or social service situation, and research on specific types of transitions can proceed from 
a more advanced starting point. By uniting the literature and consolidating a model, the 
"jumping off point" for future practitioners and researchers is moved forward. 
A comprehensive model of personal transition can help us to understand not only 
what happens during a transition, but where and how things can go wrong, leaving an 
individual in psychological pain, personal or social dysfunction, or simply feeling lost. A 
more thorough understanding of transitions can aid those in the helping professions, 
social policy makers, and organizational behaviorists as they attempt to assist people 
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through transitions or plan projects that might have an impact on individual lives. A 
model which helps individuals better understand why they feel the way they do can 
provide support and reassurance in times of personal difficulty. 
Chapter Overview 
The chapters that follow examine the foundations upon which the proposed model 
is built. The first part of Chapter 1 looks at our need to maintain a predictable 
environment, a need we share with many animals. This need is deeply rooted in instinct 
and is critical to both individual and species survival. Distinctions are made between 
ritual, ritualization, and routine, and the role of each in ordering our lives. The chapter 
then continues with an examination of our responses to change and incongruity in our 
surroundings or in our relationship to the environment. We look at theories of biological 
adaptation, cognitive response to change, coping and explanatory styles, and the self-
beliefs that direct our coping decisions and actions. The chapter ends with a review of 
Lewin's change theory, which incorporates of both environmental and personal factors in 
describing the driving and inhibiting forces that operate to shape and maintain stability in 
the environment. 
Chapter 2 reviews the evolution of transition theory and presents key theories of 
transition. Early work in ritual theory, specifically the insights of Arnold van Gennep and 
Victor Turner, provides a framework for examining the commonalities found in the 
transition experience. Both process theories and factor theories are discussed. Some of 
the work presented in this chapter covers very specific types of transition (e.g., 
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Nicholson's theory of work role transitions) and some is more theoretical (e.g., Parkes' 
concept of psycho-social transition). The chapter ends with conclusions as to common 
themes that run through the various theories, and begins to set the stage for a new model. 
The model proposed is one centered on the ideas of self and identity. Transitions 
are created when something occurs to alter our relationship with the environment. Either 
we change, and find that the way we relate to the world needs adjustment, or something 
in our world changes that requires us to adapt. Chapter 3 examines the concepts of self 
and identity, and how we relate to and are influenced by our roles and relationships. We 
discuss how self and identity are each formed, maintained, and altered by development 
and by life events, and how threats to self or identity can create emotions that influence 
our motivations and our behavior. The groundwork has now been set for presenting a 
new transition model based on concepts of self and identity. 
The new model is introduced in Chapter 4. Entitled the Gap Management Model, 
it proposes that we strive for congruity between our self-concept and the feedback we 
receive from the external world. Change in the external world that impacts one or more of 
our identities, or change to the internal view of self, disrupts existing congruity and 
creates a gap that we work to close. As long as the gap exists we experience emotions 
related to the disruption of identity. These emotions are the emotions of uncertainty and 
include, among others, feelings of being lost, depressed, or anxious. The chapter 
identifies the period during which the gap is open as the liminal period of transition, 
correlating to ritualliminality as described by van Gennep and Turner. Various transition 
situations are identified based on whether they are expected or unexpected, and a result of 
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internal change or of external change. Microtransitions, the daily role transitions we all 
experience, are also discussed in terms of the model. The model is explained in terms of 
both transition processes and transition factors. 
The second half of the chapter delves more deeply into the mechanisms through 
which we manage the gap created by transition. Using theories of motivation and coping, 
it maps various responses to change and transition, and explains goal-setting and 
persistence as well as the emotions that accompany various types of uncertainty. Benefits 
of lirninality as a state of creativity are discussed. 
Once the model has been laid out, the work of testing it begins. The next three 
chapters look at the model and assess it for its usefulness in understanding developmental 
as well as circumstantial transitions. Chapter 5 applies the model to adolescence, a time 
of internal change that is accompanied by external change as young people are granted 
more privileges and begin to take more responsibility in society. Developmental theories 
are used to explore the development of a separate self and self-created identities, and a 
hypothesis is put forth as to how the model relates to James Marcia's four states of 
identity development. 
Chapter 6looks beyond adolescence to emerging adulthood (Arnett's term) and 
the college to post-college transition. Literature on young adult development is reviewed 
briefly and material from the author's own research on the post-college transition is 
presented. Four case studies in particular are analyzed using the model. 
Chapter 7 examines Britain's post-World War II Civil Resettlement Units for 
former POWs as another example of transition experience. Using contemporary data 
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from research and related articles and papers from both sides of the Atlantic, the context, 
operation, philosophy, and effectiveness of these units are analyzed in terms of the 
model. 
Chapter 8 is a summary chapter, reviewing what has preceded and offering some 
final thoughts on transition management. 
The overall aim of this dissertation is to provide a unified view of human 
transitions of all types. Whether developmental or circumstantial, positive or negative, 
expected or unexpected, normative or idiosyncratic, transitions can be seen as disruptions 
to the normal, here-to-fore expected flow of life, a change in ourselves or our 
environment which must be managed. The Gap Management Model is an attempt to 
assist in our understanding of transitions and how we manage them. 
'"Stress Research' has been criticizedfor the imprecision of its meaning and the variety 
of concepts which it embraces. Clearly there is a danger that Transition Studies, because 
of the variety of situations which can be conceived of as 'transition', may be similarly 
criticized. But this very fact may greatly add to the importance of the field if it can, in 
fact, be shown that there are significant conceptual links between phenomena which, on 
the face of it, are widely diverse." -Colin Murray Parkes, 1971, p. 113. 
"Nicholson's model is similar to Ebaugh's model of role exits ... Both authors wish to 
delineate a single model that will apply to an entire class of transitions. Unfortunately, I 
fear that they are damned to fail in this quest. The vast nwjority of research suggests that 
transitions are too heterogeneous and too dependent upon social context to be captured 
by a single, generic model." -Linda K. George, 1993, p. 368. 
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Chapter 1 
Predictability, Change, and Incongruence 
"Hwnan beings, at least most of them, much of the time do not fare well in a disordered 
world. They need to live within the framework of a world of which they possess a chart. 
They need categories and rules; they need criteria of judgment. " 
-Edward Shils, 1981, p. 326. 
"Confusion, an experience that people usually have difficulty with, plays a very 
important role here. To know where one stands with another is not only essential for the 
survival of the group but also satisfies the basic human need for order and security." 
- Onno van der Hart, 1983, p. 19. 
"Plasticity, then, in the wide sense of the word, means the possession of a structure weak 
enough to yield to an influence, but strong enough not to yield all at once. Each relatively 
stable phase of equilibrium in such a structure is marked by what we may call a new set 
of habits." -William James, 199211892, p. 138. 
"Ritual and ritualistic behavior are not so much events as ways of negotiating our very 
existence in the world." - Adam Seligman et al., 2008, p. 8. 
Human beings need structure. We mentally create and organize categories of 
experience so that we can better understand our world and operate efficiently as we move 
through it. We need to understand our own place in relation to the physical and social 
environment, and we need to know how we can act effectively in order to maintain 
desired relationships and security within that environment. Habit, routine, ritual, and 
ritualization all help in creating or maintaining that order. 
Beginning with Freud 
The ideas of Sigmund Freud provide the foundation upon which much of modern 
psychology is built. Writing at the turn of the twentieth century, he applied his powers of 
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observation and analysis to human behavior and attempted to identify basic principles 
upon which both individual and social behavior could be explained. In several papers 
("Formulations on the Two Principles ofMental Functioning," 1911; "Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle," 1920; Civilization and its Discontents, 1930; "Anxiety and 
Instinctual Life," 1932) Freud explored both the relationship of the individual to society 
and various responses made to the losses encountered in the normal course of 
development. He discussed the incongruities encountered between life as it was 
experienced in childhood and life as it becomes in adulthood, and between life as we 
want it to be and life as it must be lived in the context of community. In infancy, he 
writes, we are governed by the pleasure principle; we seek what makes us happy, and 
what makes us happy is having our physical needs satisfied. Inevitably, however, we 
experience disappointment when our needs are not met or when satisfaction is delayed; 
we begin to realize that obtaining satisfaction is sometimes out of our control, and 
uncertainty as to when, or even if, our needs will be fulfilled leads to anxiety. The earliest 
anxiety, then, is created by the absence of the mother. For the infant, 
The state of psychic rest was originally disturbed by the peremptory demands of 
internal needs. When this happened, whatever was thought of (wished for) was 
simply presented in a hallucinatory manner. .. It was only the non-occurrence of 
the expected satisfaction, the disappointment experienced, that led to the 
abandonment of this attempt at satisfaction by means of hallucination. Instead of 
it, the psychical apparatus had to decide to form a conception of the real 
circumstances in the external world and to endeavor to make a real alteration in 
them (Formulations on the Two Principles of Mental Functioning, p. 302). 
Eventually, therefore, the pleasure principle gives way to the reality principle, giving 
"increased significance to external reality" through attention and memory (Formulations 
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p. 302). We "periodically ... search the external world, in order that its data might be 
familiar already if an urgent internal need should arise" (p. 302). Decisions are made and 
actions are taken based on the decision that a given external encounter is both real (not 
hallucinatory) and stronger than our internal ability to fulfill our needs by wishing. At 
each level of growth throughout childhood we encounter new external pressures and must 
yield even more of our illusion of control to external powers. It is difficult, however, to 
give up the comforts of the known. That we tend to take the path of least resistance (and 
try to cling to a known, more comfortable way of being) can be seen "in the tenacity with 
which we hold on to the sources of pleasure at our disposal, and in the difficulty with 
which we renounce them" (Formulations, p. 303). For the sake of growth, though, we 
must continually adjust to reality and struggle to achieve a balance between pleasure and 
displeasure. We learn that there are three sources of discomfort or disruption: our own 
body, the environment, and other people. These discomforts can be lessened or 
eliminated only by 1) "isolation" or "turning inward," 2) by seeking help and safety from 
others, or 3) by the deadening of sensation, as for example, through intoxication 
(Civilization and its Discontents, p. 26-27). Although resmt to techniques of avoidance is 
damaging when done too often or to the extreme, we all, Freud acknowledges, indulge in 
it to some extent. Each one of us "corrects some aspect of the world which is unbearable 
to him by the construction of a wish and introduces this delusion into reality" 
(Civilization, p. 32). 
In order to survive, the individual needs the group. In order live successfully within 
the group, the needs and desires of the individual must give way to the needs and desires 
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of the group. According to Freud, people live with the constant tension of trying to 
balance internal needs with societal obligations. This, as he explains in Civilization and 
its Discontents, is the accommodation of the desire for freedom to the demands of 
civilization. Guilt arises when we fall short of the demands of society, either by deed or 
by wish; the penalty for going against society (or a protective other) is loss of approval, 
loss of love, and loss of safety. "A threatened external unhappiness - loss of love and 
punishment on the part of an external authority - has been exchanged for a permanent 
internal unhappiness, for the tension of the sense of guilt" (Civilization, p. 89). Achieving 
happiness in the context of the external world (the environment and other people) 
depends on finding the correct balance between seeking pleasure and avoiding pain. 
There is no one formula that works for everyone, Freud writes; some will focus more on 
one than the other, and to different degrees. For each individual the question is "how 
much real satisfaction he can expect to get from the external world, how far he is led to 
make himself independent of it, and, finally, how much strength he feels he has for 
altering the world to suit his wishes" (Civilization, p. 34). 
As we gain experience with reality, we build memories of past encounters. To the 
extent that we have successfully conquered external threats we use that experience to 
effectively respond to similar threats. When we apprehend external danger we can relate 
it to prior threats and respond by preparing either to defend ourselves or to flee. Freud 
called this "preparedness for anxiety" (Anxiety and Instinctual Life, p. 774). When the 
threat is real, the anxiety is "realistic anxiety" and enables us to effectively assess the 
danger and deal with it. Sometimes, though, we build expectations of threat in the 
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absence of actual evidence; this creates in us a free-floating anxiety, "ready to attach 
itselftemporarily ... to any possibility that may freshly arise." This is "neurotic anxiety" 
which becomes "paralyzing" and "inexpedient for present purposes" (Anxiety, p. 774). 
Habit, Ritual, Ritualization and Routine 
It is true that in many ways we are creatures of habit. Habit reduces stress and 
makes our lives simpler and more manageable by removing the need for constant 
decision-making and constant uncertainty as to what the results of our actions will be. 
Habit is an action sequence that becomes repeated over time in a given set of 
circumstances because it has, in the past, given us the results we desired, or at least has 
not resulted in negative consequences. Habits are useful and important in freeing our 
minds to deal with new incoming stimuli and react to unexpected or abnormal situations. 
Habituation is the term given to the psychological phenomenon of getting so accustomed 
to a stimulus that we no longer consciously notice it. We all have examples: the once-
annoying noise that we no longer hear unless our attention is directed to it, the pile of 
papers we intentionally place in our own way so that we will deal with them but learn to 
work around. If left in place long enough, almost anything can become a routine part of 
the environment. We can, however, have too much of a good thing. Habit can prevent us 
from trying new action patterns, or even from becoming aware of the possibility that 
alternatives might exist. We can become "stuck in a rut" that only an extreme change in 
circumstances can jog us out of. Habits or routines (more consciously performed, 
perhaps, than habits) can be necessary and beneficial, but also can become a hindrance. 
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Why do we persist in them? Habits and routines can allow us attend to, react to, and 
manage more incoming information than would be possible without them. Habituation, 
by calling attention to contrast, to what is different in the environment, allows us to take 
notice and form a reaction that might be life-saving. Habit, routine and ritual are some 
terms used to denote regular, predictable action patterns; ritualization is another. Do 
these terms carry differences in meaning or purpose? The terms ritual and ritualization 
are used differently by different writers. Rather than review the various usages, I will 
offer definitions of the terms as they are used here, and define routine in contrast to both. 
Many definitions point to communication or identification with a group as a 
primary function of both human ritual (Bell, 1997; Douglas, 1982; Erikson, 1966; Leach, 
1966, 1976; Lorenz, 1966; Rappaport, 1999; Vander Hart, 1983) and of the ritualized 
behavior observed in animals (Cullen, 1966; Huxley, 1966; Lorenz, 1966; Morris, 1966). 
Examples of the latter are the "ritualized" courtship actions seen in birds, the flight 
dances of bees, or the challenge and appeasement displays of innumerable species; 
ritualization in non-human species functions clearly as a communicative device. 
The term ritual is often intended to mean the intentional enactment of repeatable 
symbolic behavior. In this work I use the term to describe that uniquely human practice. 
A murkiness of definition appears when applying the term ritualization to humans. In 
describing human behavior, "ritualization" has been used to denote a natural process of 
socialization (Erickson, 1977) or a neurotic repetition of particu Jar actions. For our 
purposes the terms "ritual" and "ritualization" will be differentiated on the basis of 
whether or not there is an intentional communicative purpose. 
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Setting aside Erikson's definition for the moment, ritualization in humans, as the 
term is used here, is private and idiosyncratic. Freud distinguished neurotic ritualizations 
(which he called neurotic ceremonials) from religious ritual on the basis of "their private 
nature as opposed to the public and communal character of religious observances . .. while 
the minutiae of religious ceremonial are full of significance and have symbolic meaning, 
those of neurotics seem foolish and senseless" (Obsessive Actions and Religious 
Practices, 1989, p. 431). As applied to human behavior, what neurotic ritualization lacks 
is the aspect of communication; there is no social other to witness or participate in the 
ritual action, since it is private and individually conceived. This also distinguishes 
ritualization from private ritual in which an individual practices and perhaps has 
developed a personal ritual the purpose of which is to communicate to or identify with a 
spirit, community, or deity. Private ritual can also be used as an intentional vehicle to 
bring about internal change or realignment, as in a meditative practice. We can 
distinguish ritualization from private ritual by asking whether or not communication is 
intended, whether the observance serves to identify the individual with a particular group, 
or whether there is a conscious meditative purpose. In ritual, there is either a message 
with an intended recipient, group identification being enacted, or intent to effect internal 
change. In ritualization, there is no intended message, no intended recipient, no group 
boundary enforced, and no internal change intended. 
Ritual as an Organizer of Experience 
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Ritual is different from both ritualization and routine. Ritual intentionally disrupts 
routine actions with specialized action that calls for attention; it is the opposite of routine. 
Ritual signals that something new or different is happening, something outside of daily 
routine that should be attended to. Ritual replaces mindlessness with mindfulness, 
breaking habituation by introducing novel stimuli. Ritual helps us move from one 
orientation to the world to another. 
The foundations of ritual structure may lie in human psychology. We organize our 
physical and psychological environments in order to better understand them, manage 
them, and navigate through them. Ritual can create group boundaries and group identity 
as well as individual boundaries and individual identity. As we create boundaries, we also 
locate ourselves at a point in time or space, oriented in relation to others. In transition, we 
move from the familiar to the unfamiliar; boundaries can change. Arnold van Gennep 
observed this in his classic 1908 study of rites of passage as a movement from what was 
defined as the profane into the sacred. 
Van Gennep, with others, accepted the dichotomy of the sacred and the profane; in 
fact, this is a central concept for understanding the transitional stage in which an 
individual or group finds itself from time to time. The sacred is not an absolute 
value but one relative to the situation. The person who enters a status at variance 
with the one previously held becomes 'sacred' to the others who remain in the 
profane state (Kimball, 1960, p. viii). 
' 'The sacred always manifests itself as a reality of a wholly different order from 'natural' 
realities" (Eliade, 1957, p. 10). Profane space is day-to-day, familiar space. Since there is 
safety in familiarity, there is no need to search for a new reference point. Sacred space is 
unfamiliar, out-of-the-ordinary. By changing our relationship to the world, the experience 
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of sacred space (as van Gennep defined it) disrupts our routine sense of orientation, 
sending us on a quest for a new one. Eliade wrote about the need in man for a center. In 
profane (non-sacred) space all is "homogenous and neutral; no break qualitatively 
differentiates the various parts of its mass" (1957, p. 22); but when experiencing the 
sacred (or the unfamiliar) man looks for something to orient toward, something to serve 
as a "center pole" around which the world is organized. 
Ritualization as Centering 
Is there an etiological connection between ritualization and routine? Both involve 
the regular repetition of a pattern of action. In the form of routine, regularization adds 
predictability to daily life. Most of us have daily routines that we use upon arising in the 
morning, beginning our work day, having meals, preparing for bed, etc. These routines 
simplify our lives by removing the necessity of making constant decisions at each step, 
allowing us to plan our time and freeing our attention for the less predictable events we 
encounter. Neurotic ritualization, on the other hand, focuses on the unnecessary, 
compulsive repetition of actions that do not facilitate, and can perhaps hinder, the smooth 
flow of daily life. Ritualized patterns can arise from normal routine. "Neurotic 
ceremonials," according to Freud, "consist in making small adjustments to particular 
everyday actions (Obsessive Actions, 1989, p. 430). 
A poignant description of routine that became ritualized was recorded by A. Freud 
and Burlingame during their observations of children separated from their parents in the 
early 1940s. Three year old Patrick, having been told that if he cried his mother would 
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not visit him, tried bravely not to. Over time, however, his attempts to reassure himself 
that his mother would eventually return for him manifested in ritualized behavior. Patrick 
would repeatedly, and silently, rehearse the actions his mother would perform upon her 
return. The case was cited by Bowlby: 
Patrick tried to keep his promise and was not seen crying. Instead he would nod his 
head whenever anyone looked at him and assured himself and anyone who cared to 
listen ... that his mother would come for him, she would put on his overcoat and 
would take him home with her again .... 
This same state of affairs continued through the next two or three days with 
several additions. The nodding took on a more compulsive and automatic character: 
'My mother will put on my overcoat and take me home again. ' 
Later an ever-growing list of clothes that his Mother was supposed to put on 
him was added: 'She will put on my overcoat and my leggings, she will zip up the 
zipper, she will put on my pixie hat.' When the repetitions of this formula became 
monotonous and endless, somebody asked him whether he could not stop saying it 
all over again . .. . He stopped repeating the formula aloud but his lips showed that 
he was saying it over and over to himself. 
At the same time he substituted for the spoken words gestures that showed 
the position of his pixie hat, the putting on of an imaginary coat, the zipping of the 
zipper, etc. What showed as an expressive movement one day was reduced the next 
to a mere abortive flicker of his fingers. While the other children were mostly busy 
with their toys, playing games, making music, etc., Patrick, totally uninterested, 
would stand somewhere on a corner, moving his hands and lips with an absolutely 
tragic expression on his face (Bowlby, 1980, p. 12). 
What is the function of neurotic ritualization? It may be a search for security, a relief 
from anxiety, a warding off of danger. Patrick has lost his center, his point of orientation: 
the secure knowledge that his mother was always there for him and always would be. His 
ritualization can be seen as an attempt to recreate what he had lost. In children, some 
forms of ritualization might be part of a normal developmental process. Erikson used the 
term "ritualization" to denote the learning of regular, daily routine. He believed that the 
learning of ritualized behavior was a route to socialization; that as a child learned to 
24 
ritualize daily behavior, he or she learned the customs and routines of the culture and 
learned his or her place within that culture. This process provided "a major link between 
the ego's propensity for orientation in time and space and the world views dominating (or 
competing in) a society" (Erikson, 1977, p. 83). Ritualization can provide a sense of 
security and belonging. 
Ritualization may have deep psychological roots. Boyer and Lienard note that 
creating a sense of order and predictability has the effect of making any disorder more 
noticeable. This might have survival benefits by functioning as a danger detection device: 
"alignments and symmetry are such that they make other agents' intrusions clearly 
visible .... We speculate that the point of the ordering may be precisely to detect such 
disruptions" (2006, p. 10). Ritualization in children might also be a method of managing 
cognitive and emotional growth. In reporting on their study of ritualistic behavior in 
young children, Evans et al. (1997) wrote: 
Whether compulsive-like behavior in young children is a mechanism for 
organizing, accommodating to, and eventually mastering the environment, as 
Gesell theorized, is not clear from the results of this study. Given the high rates of 
compulsive-like behavior in 2- to 4-year-olds it is likely, however, that such 
compulsivity is serving some adaptive function. Piaget (1952) recognized that 
repetition in infancy develops from reflexive to more purposeful, intentional 
activities that lie at the root of adaptation to a changing environment. To others, 
repetitive, ritualistic behaviors and other "transitional phenomena" serve a child's 
social and emotional need to gain a sense of self-control and regulate emotional 
states (Kopp, 1982, 1989). (Evans, et al., p. 66). 
In this view, ritualization provides predictability and a sense of control in the face of what 
is perceived as an uncertain or unknown environment. By adulthood, one is expected to 
be able to react adaptively to unexpected occurrences, without reliance on ritualization as 
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a magical safety net. To depend on ritualized behavior is considered maladaptive. In 
adults who ritualize, Freud observed that "any deviation from the ceremonial is visited by 
intolerable anxiety" (Obsessive Actions, 1989, p. 430); and according to Lorenz, "On 
deviating fi:om an individually acquired but sufficiently deeply ingrained habit, man and 
beast alike experience anxiety" (1966, p. 280). 
Might ritual and ritualization spring from the same root? In 1907 Freud noted 
the "resemblance between what are called obsessive actions in sufferers from nervous 
affections and the observances by means of which believers give expression to their 
piety" (Obsessive Actions, 1989, p.429). In adulthood, ritual might provide some of the 
same safety and security functions provided by ritualization in childhood, but in the 
context of communication and personal or group identity. Ritual connects the individual 
to some other or others; ritual gives comfort, security, and a sense of continuity and 
connection in the face of change. 
Stress, Predictability and Control 
Stress is a demand on resources, the kind that might occur when we are called 
upon to operate outside of habit or routine. Eustress is positive stress; it is associated with 
feelings of exhilaration, challenge, and excitement. Distress is negative stress, the type 
we usually think of when we use the term stress. The amount of stress we tolerate or 
enjoy varies by individual. Stress uses psychological and physiological resources that 
could otherwise be devoted elsewhere. When the demand on our resources exceeds our 
ability to respond adequately we become overwhelmed. Breakdown, emotional, physical 
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or cognitive, can occur. One way to limit stress is to maintain an environment in which 
we can control or predict future events, allowing us to focus coping resources, manage 
the environment, and avoid the need for sudden or unexpected response. Mineka and 
Kihlstrom (1978) reviewed research demonstrating the negative behavioral and cognitive 
effects on animals of experiencing unpredictable and uncontrollable situations. Anxiety, 
depression, and "learned helplessness" were among the results. Lazarus and Folkman 
(1984) cited research showing that animals will choose electric shocks that are longer and 
stronger yet predictable over shocks that are milder and of shorter duration, but are 
randomly administered. One possible explanation is that by knowing when the shocks 
will come the subject animals are able to engage in anticipatory coping, in effect steeling 
themselves for the ordeal and focusing emotional and physical resources in advance. 
Another possibility is that knowing when the shocks will come also allows them to know 
when the shocks will not come, providing a period of stress-free rest and recuperation. 
When a shock might come at any moment, one's guard must always be up. (See Bassett 
& Buchanan-Smith (2007) for a more extensive literature review of this phenomenon.) 
Miceli and Castelfranchi (2005) examined the relationship between anxiety and 
control. Anxiety, they point out, 
'revolves' around the notion of threat. Any goal-regulated system is constantly 
required to deal with threats, which basically coincide with the possibility of goals 
being thwarted. This possibility extends to every type of domain; from the 
struggle for existence to artistic creation, from the acquisition of resources to 
moral development, from private affection to the desire for social prestige (p. 
292). 
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Sources of anxiety vary by individual as threats, real or perceived, vary. Dealing with 
threats can involve having the real power to control events, staving off or minimizing 
negative consequences. Miceli and Castelfranchi called this pragmatic control, the ability 
to meet action with counter-action and affect outcomes positively. Lack of pragmatic 
control can pose a danger if the threats become realized, and awareness of this lack 
naturally results in anxiety. They also identified a second type of control, epistemic 
control, that is equally powerful in contributing to anxiety. Epistemic control is the sense 
of control that comes from knowing in advance what will happen. This holds true, they 
write, even for bad news or negative events; certain knowledge is less stressful that 
uncertainty. Knowing about events in advance allows us to hold "a coherent and accurate 
model of the world" and to avoid a "destabilization" of our "knowledge system" (p. 310). 
To the extent that we require or prefer certainty we are more or less able to act flexibly 
and to avoid stress in situations of uncertainty. Most of us have a need for epistemic 
control at a level that allows us to function normally in an uncertain world. A high need 
for epistemic control which often goes unmet triggers chronic anxiety, or Freud's 
neurotic anxiety. Given life's inevitable uncertainty, this can be paralyzing. 
Predictability is experienced as a form of control, but are there different forms of 
predictability? Bassett and Buchanan-Smith (2007) identified two types, temporal and 
signaled predictability, through their review of literature on predictability and animals. 
Temporal predictability is the ability to anticipate events due to the regularity with which 
they occur. Signaled predictability is that which is obtained when an event regularly 
follows another event or signal such as the ringing of a bell. 
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As humans, most of us rely on both forms of control (pragmatic and epistemic) and 
both types of predictability (temporal and signaled) to manage our relationship to the 
environment and to reduce or minimize stress. We sometimes seek a (temporary) loss of 
predictability and control as a stimulant or a means of escape from routine, as for 
example in a scary movie or on a roller-coaster ride. We generally know, however, that 
both the movie and the ride will end and that, in fact, control is in the hands of someone 
we trust. 
How far does our personal environment extend? Over how much of the world do 
we feel the need for control? Kurt Lewin used the term life space to encompass "both the 
person and his psychological environment" (1997a, p. 338). C. M. Parkes introduced the 
phrase assumptive world (building on Cantril's (1950) "assumptive form world") which 
includes for each of us "everything we know or think we know. It includes our 
interpretation of the past and our expectations of the future ... " (1971, p. 103). Shirley 
Fisher (1990, p. 57) identified change in a person's domain of controllability as a factor 
in our response to change. While our life space or assumptive world might encompass a 
wide range of our personal environment, our domain of controllability is a sub-area, one 
that is subject to fluctuation as contexts change. We function most effectively when the 
change we are trying to manage lies within our domain. Effectively managing our 
relationship to the environment, to our life space or assumptive world, at our own 
preferred levels of predictability and control results in a reduction of stress and a freeing 
of attention that allows us to plan, create, take risks, reflect, and enjoy life amid a feeling 
of relative safety and security. 
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Sometimes, however, change is introduced that can upset our feelings of 
predictability, control, security, and balance. How do we respond when this happens? 
How do we manage when we find ourselves confronted with change? How do we 
continue to plan, create, reflect and feel secure when our assumptive world is no longer 
predictable? How do we deal with a loss of control in our life space? Next we will look at 
theories concerning change and incongruence, events and circumstances that can jar us 
out of our habits, disrupt our routines. These changes call for action or adjustment on our 
part, whether that action is physiological or psychological, part of our conscious 
awareness or not. 
Adaptation: Hans Selye (1956), Rene Dubos (1965) and Robert White (1976) 
Selye, Dubas and White each studied adaptation in humans and animals through a 
slightly different lens. Selye pioneered studies of stress, its effects on the organism, and 
its relation to disease. Dubas took a broad ecological point of view in looking at 
individual adaptation, evolutionary adaptation, and societal adaptation to new 
environments. White used a psychological approach to determine the nature and 
components of individual human adaptation. 
In The Stress of Life, Hans Selye summarizes the results of his lifetime of research 
into stress and offers some thoughts on living. Like Freud, Selye believed that we are 
motivated to achieve a maximum of pleasure with a minimum of displeasure. According 
to Selye, we strive for balance (homeostasis) but we also require stimulation. Boredom, 
sensory deprivation, and isolation can lead to stagnation and in some cases cause the 
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organism to shut down and cease functioning. Through interactions with our 
environment, we seek occasions for stimulation and release of energy in productive, 
growth-promoting ways; other environmental encounters come to us unbidden and 
unsought. External inputs to a system in balance necessitate adjustment and rebalance, 
and stress is the organism's biological reaction to the sum of all of the adjustments going 
on at any given time. Successful adjustment leads to adaptation to the new circumstance. 
Adaptation is gradual, and is arrived at by focusing resources, learning, and constantly re-
checking results to arrive at optimization of results versus effort. Adaptation is functional 
when stress is confined "to the smallest area capable of meeting the requirements of the 
situation" (p. 162). When stress becomes generalized, the organism loses efficiency in 
functioning and must rest in order to gain strength and re-focus energy. 
Selye took a biological approach to stress, but also explored ways in which our 
attitudes towards change contribute to our overall well-being. He believed that how we 
view our circumstances is key in making the choices that lead to successful adaptation. 
As we encounter circumstances in the external world we make adjustments according to 
the meanings we assign to those circumstances. Not all encounters are under our control, 
but our individual responses to those encounters can mean the difference between 
positive stress (eustress, or positive excitement) and negative stress (distress). "It is 
especially true that in our life events, the stressor effects depend not so much upon what 
we do or what happens to us but the way we take it" (p. 370). 
The specific contributors to stress vary by individual; while we are all motivated 
to achieve happiness and avoid threat, the formula for that achievement cannot be 
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universally stated. We each have our own "natural stress level" (Selye, 1956, p. 452) and 
each of us must "choos[e] to do what we really think suits us best, including the amount 
and direction of adaptation required to accomplish a maximum of eustress with a 
minimum of distress" (p. 371). This can be a matter of self-knowledge, a matter of acting 
in accordance with our inner natures. "When it comes to guiding human conduct, it seems 
that we all must bow to the great law which says that what is in us must express itself' (p . 
436). 
Rene Dubas takes us a step beyond the stress concept with his masterful and 
comprehensive survey of evolutionary and individual adaptation, Man Adapting. Dealing 
with species that range from microorganisms to man, Dubas leads us through the 
processes and consequences that occur when an organism encounters a new 
environmental situation. Dubas presents life as "a dialectic between permanency and 
change" (Dubas, 1965, p. xviii). Biologically, our bodies make constant small 
adjustments to the environment in order to achieve and maintain homeostasis, the 
regulation of our organic systems within the boundaries necessary to sustain life and 
health. Disease is a sign of the body's attempt at adaptation, the outward evidence that an 
internal fight for recovery of balance is being waged (p. 262). But while homeostasis 
implies a fixed state to which the body attempts to return after imbalance, true return to a 
prior state is neither possible nor desirable, Dubas says. We can't return to our prior 
condition exactly (since by definition we have made a change), nor should we 
necessarily; while we have been adjusting, so too has the environment. To create too 
narrow a range of optimal function would defeat our ultimate purpose; instead, we must 
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be able to operate within a reasonable range of shifting circumstance. Adaptive fitness is 
the organism's ability to adapt to, and thrive in, whatever particular conditions are 
present (p. 259). Over time, an adaptive species can learn to live in a wide variety of 
environmental conditions. Man, a highly adaptive species, is able to operate within 
ranges that allow for reasonably easy adaptation to new environmental circumstances. It 
must be so, says Dubas, as the future cannot be predicted except to say that it will most 
likely be different from today. 
In this process of adaptation, humans are unique. Not all of our actions are simply 
reactions to environmental events; we can think, plan and choose our actions. We have 
the ability to anticipate and imagine the future, the ability to envision or design courses of 
action and choose between them. We do not act just to survive; we can act creatively, for 
our own pleasure. "Man's responses are not. .. necessarily aimed at coping with the 
environment. They often correspond rather to an expressive behavior and involve the use 
of the environment for self-actualization" (p. xviii). Our individual actions are partly 
shaped by our anticipation of future events and partly shaped by our past experiences. We 
use our knowledge and our learning to inform our decision-making. As Freud and Selye 
both observed, each of us is unique in the experiences and expectations we bring to those 
decisions. 
Like Selye, Dubas believes that our interpretation of events profoundly affects our 
responses. Our actions are shaped by "the symbolic interpretation [we put] on the stimuli 
that impinge on [us]" (1965, p. 264). When we encounter a stressor or new stimulus, we 
can respond in a variety of ways, some under our conscious control and some not. We 
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can employ "behavior patterns designed to abolish or neutralize the stressor stimulus, 
or. .. withdraw from it" (p. 261). We can also choose to ignore the stimulus. 
The higher the organism is in the evolutionary scale, the more numerous and 
varied are the types of responses at its disposal and the greater is its ability for 
selecting limited aspects of the environment to which it responds. The most 
evolved types of responses are the processes of social adaptations, through which 
the individual organism and the group modify either their environment or their 
habits, or both, in order to achieve a way of life better suited to their needs and 
tastes (Dubos, 1965, p. 261). 
The methods of adaptation employed by humans are varied and complex. We must both 
respond to environmental factors and cope with internal conflicts, all while striving to 
reach our creative potentials for self-actualization. In his paper "Strategies of Adaptation: 
An Attempt at Systematic Description" psychologist Robert White aimed to create "an 
ordered account of strategies of adaptation, ranging from the simplest ways of dealing 
with minor problems and frustrations to the most complex fabric of adaptive and 
defensive devices that has ever been observed ... " (White, 1976, p. 19). 
White writes with the humor of one secure in his authority and knowledge of his 
subject matter as he describes what "actually takes place between a person and his 
environment" (p. 20). Some biological aspects of adaptation are beyond our conscious 
control, are hard-wired from birth. Others are learned strategies, and can be applied 
flexibly when needed. White identified three basic elements necessary for successful 
adaptation in a changing environment, three things the organism must be able to do on an 
on-going basis: secure information, process that information and take action, and 
maintain autonomy, freedom of movement and flexibility of response (p. 25). In many 
situations, White says, we either don't have enough information to make an adequate 
34 
decision or the information we have is contradictory or uncertain. In those circumstances, 
taking action might be unwise. On the other hand, we sometimes cannot afford to wait 
and do nothing. There are instances in which we must resign ourselves to defeat and loss 
of the ideal, or make a compromise with circumstance. We must be competent judges of 
risk. 
Events may occur that require us to give in, relinquish things we would have 
liked, perhaps change direction or restrict the range of our activities. We may 
have no recourse but to accept a permanent impoverishment of our lives and try to 
make the best of it. Furthermore, when dangers are real and information 
incomplete it is in no sense adaptive to march boldly forward (p. 20). 
Adaptation "does not mean either a total triumph over the environment or total surrender 
to it, but rather a striving toward acceptable compromise" (p. 22). "Acceptable" is an 
important word here; human adaptation strives to maintain self-esteem and a feeling of 
efficacy. We have a natural tendency toward growth, and constantly want to move 
forward; "human beings are rarely content with maintaining a personal homeostasis" (p . 
23). But while adapting, while compromising, while accepting less than our wished-for 
result, we must still maintain: 
a satisfactory self-picture ... a sense of competence, an inner assurance that one 
can do the things necessary for a satisfactory life. Wide are the ramifications of 
keeping up one's self-esteem ... No adaptive strategy that is careless of the level 
of self-esteem is likely to be any good (p. 31 ). 
We strive for good strategies. We are able to reflect on our circumstances and make 
judgments about our past actions. As humans we have the capacity to plan, to make 
choices, and are able to consider actions and their consequences in the future. Time, then, 
becomes a variable in a way not applicable to the adaptations of other species. Elapsing 
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time can allow us to give consideration to shifting circumstances; elapsed time can allow 
for review and perspective-taking. Time allows for a "rebalancing of variables," for 
learning, for strategizing (p. 29). Time can serve as a buffer, allowing for gradual 
adjustment to difficult circumstances, for internal acceptance before decisive action is 
taken. 
Recovery from a personal loss or disaster requires a long period of internal 
readjustment that may not be well served at the start by forceful action or total 
clarity of perception. Sometimes adaptation to a severely frustrating reality is 
possible only if full recognition of the bitter truth is for a long period postponed 
(p. 20). 
Holmes and Rahe: The Social Readjustment Rating Scale (1967) 
The Holmes & Rahe Social Readjustment Rating Scale represents the results of 
research conducted by Thomas Holmes and Richard Rahe on the amount of stress 
associated with particular life events. Building on previous research that had theorized a 
connection between stress and illness, Holmes and Rahe attempted to identify and rank 
commonly experienced stressful events. They asked a sample of 394 people to rate 
various events according to the amount of stress each generated. Not all of the items on 
the list are negative; many are positive. They all, however, involve adaptation to "a 
significant change in the ongoing life pattern of the individual" (p. 217). "Each usually 
evoked or was associated with some adaptive or coping behavior on the part of the 
individual involved" (p. 217). 
Holmes' and Rahe' s work made its appearance in the late 1960's, a time of wide-
spread social change and unrest in the United States. Fashions, hairstyles and lifestyles 
were controversial, and accepted social behaviors were changing rapidly and often along 
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generational lines. Technology was making rapid advances, resulting in a world which 
could seem to some to be unpredictable. Interest in understanding change and its effects 
was increasing. Holmes & Rahe validated the idea that people experience a subjective 
level of stress during life events involving change. They introduced to a mass audience 
the idea that there is a connection between life events, stress, and illness. 
Since its publication, Holmes' & Rahe's work has been widely used, praised as 
innovative, and also criticized. It inspired others to create alternate rating scales for use 
with general or particular populations (Scully, Tosi, and Banning, 2000). Due in large 
part also to Selye' s work, the idea that change can result in stress leading to physical 
illness is now widely accepted, both in medicine and in popular thinking. In 2000, Scully, 
Tosi and Banning reviewed the criticisms aimed at the Holmes & Rahe scale over the 
years and conducted their own research to re-examine the validity of the individual items 
and the scale. Their results generally supported the Holmes & Rahe scale. They 
concluded that change events are associated with stress symptoms, that the impact 
appears to diminish as the event recedes in time, and that the effects were present whether 
the event was positive or negative, controllable or uncontrollable. 
Cognitive Responses: Jean Piaget, Leon Festinger (195411957) and George Mandler 
(196411990) 
Piaget's concepts of assimilation and accommodation are well known; they refer to 
the processes of growth and adaptation that take place when an individual encounters 
new information. In assimilation, the information is taken in and added to existing 
37 
knowledge structures or schemas. Assimilation pre-supposes that the information is not 
radically different from the individual's existing schemas and can be easily used to 
expand a base of know ledge or understanding. Accommodation, on the other hand, is the 
process of restructuring existing schemas or creating new ones in the presence of 
information which doesn't fit with prior knowledge. Assimilation and accommodation 
occur continuously in the process of adaptation; together, they allow the individual to 
maintain cognitive equilibrium while moving to ever higher levels of knowledge and 
understanding. 
Whether the assimilation or the accommodation process is dominant at any given 
time depends on the type and magnitude of discrepant information being received, and 
the cognitive maturational ability of the individual to categorize it. Referring to children's 
growth, Bornstein & Lamb wrote: "when children do not change very much, they 
assimilate more than they accommodate .... During periods of rapid cognitive change, 
however, children are in a state of disequilibrium, where they accommodate more than 
they assimilate" (p. 278). Accommodation presumes a change in some aspect of attitudes, 
beliefs, or ways of processing information about the world. As adults, we might often 
encounter information that does not fit with our existing schemas; how we react when we 
do is one of the questions asked by Leon Festinger. 
Festinger's Theory of Cognitive Dissonance is at least as well known as Piaget 's 
assimilation and accommodation. Festinger first proposed his theory in 1954. As 
originally stated, cognitive dissonance refers to a discrepancy between a belief (or value, 
attitude, or some item of knowledge), and behavior. On the principle that we each strive 
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to make our actions congruent with our beliefs, any time we find ourselves acting in 
opposition to what we know or believe we should experience dissonance. The relation 
between cognition and behavior is not unidirectional, Festinger said. While it is tempting 
to believe that behavior is always (rationally) the result of cognition, the opposite is also 
true: behavior can affect cognition. We can manipulate the information that we take in. 
Information can be selectively sought out, screened out, attended to, or interpreted so as 
to be congruent with our pre-existing beliefs and behaviors, or in Piaget's terms, our 
schemas. 
Since our behaviors are familiar and comfortable to us, we resist changing them 
unless we must; discrepant information is, therefore, unwelcome. We prefer equilibrium, 
and we will attempt to retain our current state until a discrepancy becomes large enough 
that it cannot be ignored. When that happens, the path of least resistance will be taken 
and whichever is easier to change, the belief or the behavior, will be altered to reduce the 
discrepancy. Festinger stated this simply: 
If a consonance exists there will be resistance to changes in behavior or cognition 
which would introduce dissonance ... Behavior or cognition will change in the 
presence of a dissonance if the strength of the dissonance is greater than the 
resistance to change of either the behavior or the cognition in question ... Whether 
the behavior or the cognition changes will be detennined by which has the 
weakest resistance to change (Festinger, p. 361). 
According to both Piaget and Festinger, the size and relevance of the discrepancy is key 
to initiating change; once discrepant information can no longer be ignored it will be 
accommodated as a new schema in order to regain equilibrium (Piaget) or will result in a 
changed belief or behavior in order to regain consonance (Festinger). But by what 
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standards do people judge discrepant information? What beliefs about the self are key to 
initiating or resisting change? 
Dissonance researchers following Festinger have further explored the cognitive 
contexts in which individuals determine their own behavior to be dissonant and what 
types of actions they then take to reduce dissonance. Various models of the self have 
been used to examine this question including self-consistency and self-affirmation (Stone 
& Cooper, 2001). Stone and Cooper reviewed a range of dissonance studies that utilized 
differing models of self. Their conclusion was that while "no general consensus 
exists ... about how self-relevant thought mediates the arousal and reduction of cognitive 
dissonance" (p. 228) people do use some relevant criteria to assess their own behavior, 
but what that standard is can vary by individual. For some, personal standards and 
expectancies predominate; for others, a normative social standard is stronger. 
While dissonance researchers studied discrepancies between belief and behavior, 
George Mandler took a different approach to understanding the processes of disruption 
and maintenance of equilibrium. Mandler looked at the effect of discrepancies in action 
processes, an inte1Tuption or unexpected occurrence during routine or planned events. 
Mandler's Interruption Theory holds that any interruption or discrepancy in an expected 
pattern of action will cause "visceral arousal" resulting in emotion. This will be true even 
if that inten·uption results in a more positive outcome than expected (Mandler, p. 13). 
"Most emotions," he says, "follow such discrepancies" (p. 14) and emotional experience 
is "at the heart of interruption theory" (p. 15). Arousal, resulting in emotion, is the result 
of the unexpected. We find comfort (in fact, survival value) in familiarity and order. We 
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strive to maintain the status quo, assimilating new information into our existing schemas 
when we are able. (Mandler makes us ofPiaget's concepts and terminology.) When our 
expectations are violated change has by definition been introduced into the familiar, and 
we experience stress as we search for ways to adjust and accommodate to the new 
information. Automatic processing must be halted and attention diverted to deal with the 
discrepancy. "Our species operates on a principle of least effort when it comes to 
schematic change. Current schemas ... are changed only with effort, and whenever 
possible an organism stays with what it knows and with past actions and beliefs" (p. 23). 
Interruptions can arise either externally, from the environment, or internally, 
generated by our own cognitive processes. The external, social milieu predominates as 
the initial source of disruption, however. "The most relevant applications of interruption 
theory are to social interactions and social contexts" (Mandler, p. 20). Interpersonal 
relationships that don't go as expected, life changes that are unplanned, or societal 
expectations for success and self-definition that go unmet all generate discrepancies and 
interruptions to expected action plans. The attempt to balance stability with changing 
realities causes stress, as expectations are dismantled and new plans must be made. Once 
again we encounter a theory that incorporates the individuality of each person's response 
based on unique personal and contextual factors: "The general outcome of the dialectic 
between conservatism and change is ... determined by historical and social aspects of the 
society and the personal history of the individual within that society" (p. 27). 
Cognitive Responses: Nira Granott, Kurt Fischer, and Jim Parziale (2002) 
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Encountering new information necessitates a response and promotes growth as 
schemas are altered, expanded, and added. Concepts become more sophisticated and the 
individual is able to juggle more information with ever more complex thinking. How 
does this occur? Research on microdevelopment studies the ways that new information is 
processed and the small changes in thinking that add up to large, visible changes in 
abilities and observed "stages" of growth and development. Granott, Fischer, and Parziale 
are among those who have contributed to this field . The two articles highlighted below 
describe the process of bridging from one level of understanding to another and the ways 
in which progress to new understanding is neither linear nor uniform in level of 
complexity or cognitive strategies. 
"Bridging is a process of leaping into the unknown" (Granott, Fischer & Parziale p. 
131). When trying to process and incorporate new information, according to the authors, 
people use a technique of self-scaffolding to move themselves to a higher level of 
understanding. They employ their existing knowledge to create a context for new 
knowledge by imagining interim steps that will assist them in their progress. These 
interim targets are called shells, and together a string of shells creates a bridge to the 
ultimately targeted level, "a relatively stable state toward which the system gravitates" (p. 
138). A bridging shell acts as an attractor (p. 143), pulling and guiding new knowledge 
and understanding toward it. As understanding grows and early shells are filled, the 
nature and configuration of the remaining shells can be changed to accommodate what 
has been learned. 
42 
Bridging is used by people at all levels of development in a variety of situations, 
and employs "simple, prevalent, everyday techniques" that facilitate movement towards 
"higher-level knowledge" (p. 134). Bridging can come from within as people construct 
their own scaffolds, or from without, as others suggest methods or targets that can be 
employed. "People function at multiple levels concurrently" (p. 135), for example using 
higher level thinking in communicating about the problem but lower level thinking in 
trying to grasp the problem itself (p. 136). Bridging allows for these various levels of 
thinking in working on a problem, as the individual uses his or her own strengths and 
existing knowledge to help clarify and incorporate knowledge in the problem area. 
"When people encounter an unfamiliar or a difficult problem, they often start 
processing the problem at a level lower than the developmental level they exhibit when 
solving familiar or easy problems" (Granott, p. 216). This represents, says Granott, a 
"backward transition," a temporary return to a lower level of functioning that permits 
integrating the basics of the new concept with those more firmly established. Learning 
can tax attentional and emotional reserves, and one purpose of temporary retreat is to 
allow regrouping and renewal. Backward transitions can occur at multiple times and at 
different levels throughout a learning process as knowledge is reorganized to incorporate 
new information. Among other things, backward transitions can validate knowledge by 
allowing opportunities for reassessment and confrrmation before moving forward again. 
As the learning process fluctuates between a stretch to new limits of understanding 
and a retreat to the more familiar, an area is defmed between these boundaries that 
represents gradually solidifying knowledge. Acknowledging Vygotsky, Granott calls this 
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the Zone of Current Development or ZCD, an area created by the "ordered fluctuations 
within a shifting developmental range" (p. 219). Comfort levels attained in the ZCD 
permit forward motion, movement of the upper boundary into new territory. These zones 
are "context specific" (p. 233) and can occur at any level of development as new learning 
is required. Microdevelopmental processes and breakthroughs move the ZCD to new 
levels, resulting in macrodevelopmental changes and growth. 
Coping: Richard Lazarus & Susan Folkman (1984) 
External events often intrude and impinge upon a life that is otherwise operating 
smoothly. Daily routines or short- or long-term plans might be altered by new realities; 
sudden crises rearrange priorities and can cause physical and emotional stress. Sometimes 
multiple changes occur at the same time, having an impact on multiple aspects of our 
lives. In order to continue with a life that is balanced both internally and in context, we 
must find ways to address and deal with our changing relationship to the world; we must 
find ways to cope. Lazarus and Folkman offer a complex and detailed model of this 
process in Stress, Appraisal, and Coping. 
Coping is not the same as adaptation, according the Lazarus and Folkman. While 
both involve keeping the self in balance with the external environment, adaptation, in 
their definition, refers to automatic, physiological processes, while coping refers to 
emotional and conscious cognitive responses. While humans, plants, and animals all 
adapt, coping is a distinctly human process. 
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All of us live in a constantly shifting environment, according to the authors, and 
we are continually on watch for events that could affect our relationship to that 
environment. Some events are neutral, as are those benign, routine occurrences which 
cause us no difficulty, no alteration in our routines or plans, or to which we have become 
habituated. Other events, however, are new to us; we have no basis on which to judge 
them. Until or unless we decide they are neutral or we become habituated, those new 
events have the possibility to present disruption. We might interpret them as bringing 
threats, challenges, or harm, based on our perceptions and prior experience. A threat is a 
pending occurrence from which we anticipate possible negative effects; a challenge is a 
pending occurrence from which we anticipate possible positive effects; and hann is the 
realization of a negative effect. In any case, with novel events we anticipate or experience 
some out-of-the-ordinary impact due to the event. Perception is the key; how we interpret 
events is subjective, and we assess the nature of each situation based on our past history, 
our current resources, and our self-views. Lazarus and Folkman note the "long tradition 
in Western thought" that "how a person construes an event shapes the emotional and 
behavioral response" (p. 24) and that we are "meaning-oriented, meaning-building 
creatures who are constantly evaluating everything that happens" (p. 277). When we 
sense that our needs are beginning to exceed our resources (even if the tliggering event is 
positive) we feel stress. Because our subjective interpretations of our resources and our 
needs vary from person to person, the things that cause us stress will likewise vary, as 
will the level of stress that is experienced. Stress is relative. "Psychological stress is a 
particular relationship between the person and the environment that is appraised by the 
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person as taxing or exceeding his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being" 
(p. 19). Lazarus and Folkman identify three phases of an event: anticipation, impact, and 
post-impact. Anticipation helps us to appraise and categorize an event before it happens, 
view its outlines, plan possible coping strategies, and even in some cases begin a process 
of anticipatory coping. 
It is important, then to be able to detect new situations in order that they can be 
appraised for the possibility of threat or challenge. We evaluate new situations and if a 
threat is detected, we make a determination as to course of action. Lazarus and Folkman 
used the term primary appraisal for the process of evaluating the threat or challenge 
potential in the event. The questions asked are "what is happening?" "What does this 
mean for me?" At the same time we are also making a secondary appraisal to determine 
a response. The questions asked in secondary appraisal are "what can be done about this? 
Which options are workable in this situation?" and "Will I be able to effectively carry out 
those actions?" 
Our belief systems will affect what we chose to view as a problem. If we have a 
strong commitment to a particular belief, our judgment of "what is happening" will be 
shaped by that belief through selective attention, filtering, or interpretation. Our beliefs as 
to locus of control, our self-appraisals, and our past experiences all influence the way we 
answer the last question, "can I do this?" That response determines our actions and the 
type of coping we choose for any given situation. Problem-focused coping involves 
acting on the problem directly, attempting to change the circumstances to alleviate the 
situation. We will choose problem-focused coping when we see a solution and believe we 
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can effectively implement it. If we see no solution, or believe that the solution is beyond 
our capabilities, we might choose emotionjocused coping, strategies to lessen our 
emotional distress through "avoidance, minimization, distancing, selective attention, 
positive comparison, and wresting positive value from negative events" (p. 150). 
Situations of high stress can put heavy demands on cognitive resources and are more 
likely to result in emotion-focused coping. Emotion-focused coping is sometimes 
followed by problem-focused coping when the inunediacy of the situation has waned. 
Lazarus and Folkman warn, however, that the aim of coping is to keep the person and the 
situation in a realistic and healthy balance. To sacrifice emotion for the sake of situation 
control or vice-versa is neither healthy nor effective, in the long run. 
Coping is a dynamic process, one in which each strategy employed brings further 
changes and challenges into the environment. "The fit or mismatch between the person 
and the environment is constantly changing from moment to moment, from occasion to 
occasion" (p. 237). "Appraisals of control can shift as an encounter unfolds. Changes can 
come about as the result of new information from the environment and/or as the result of 
coping efforts" (p. 72). Reappraisal is important in the post-impact phase, as results of 
coping efforts are evaluated. Reappraisal occurs often during times of flux, and is an 
integral part of effective coping. Coping does not mean attaining "mastery over the 
environment" (p. 140). The environment and the person are in continual motion relative 
to each other, and good coping involves "continuous appraisals and reappraisals of the 
shifting person-environment relationship" (p. 142). 
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Self-Efficacy and Attribution: Albert Bandura (1982, 1995) and Martin Seligman 
(1991, 1995) 
"In their daily lives people continuously make decisions about what courses of 
action to pursue and how long to continue those they have undertaken" (Bandura, 1982, 
p. 123). Through his development of self-efficacy theory Albert Bandura has sought to 
explain the cognitive and affective factors that come into play as people make those 
decisions. Our self-beliefs affect not only our decisions concerning daily matters, they 
also affect the decisions we make when faced with unusual occurrences or matters of 
great personal import. We choose actions designed to attain a desired goal or to avoid 
unpleasant events. In making action decisions we make judgments about possible 
outcomes and their desirability or lack thereof; this includes assessing our ability to attain 
a particular outcome and the costs and benefits of pursuing one action over another or of 
doing nothing. Our perceived inability to attain-a desired outcome leaves us feeling sad or 
depressed; our perceived inability to avoid a negative outcome leaves us anxious. Our 
ability to control our interactions with the environment leads to feelings of predictability 
and security. 
Self-efficacy is the "belief in one's capabilities to organize and execute the course 
of action required to manage prospective situations. Efficacy beliefs influence how 
people think, feel, motivate themselves, and act" (Bandura, 1995, p. 2). We tend not to 
pursue courses of action that we think are beyond our abilities. People vary greatly in 
their feelings of efficacy; some believe they have greater abilities than they actually do in 
particular domains, others believe they have lesser. Self-efficacy beliefs that are either 
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too high or too low relative to reality can be detrimental. Too much belief in one's own 
abilities can result in over-reaching on goals, lack of preparation, or easy discouragement 
if success is not immediately achieved. Too little self-efficacy can result in low goal-
setting, anxiety, and lack of initiation of activity. The importance is balance; "some 
uncertainty has preparatory benefits" (Bandura, 1982, p. 123). Generally, Bandura says, a 
bit of over-confidence is preferable to a realistic assessment of abilities; it is what spurs 
innovation and stretches us to meet challenges. 
Where do our self-efficacy beliefs come from? There are four main sources, says 
Bandura. First, we use information based on our own success and failure experiences. If 
we have an already established belief in our own efficacy, success will re-enforce that 
belief, but one failure will not seriously challenge it; the opposite is also true. Repeated 
failures, or failures in the absence of ah·eady established efficacy, will result in low self-
efficacy beliefs, and vice-versa. The strength of our initial beliefs will determine how 
strong disconfirming evidence has to be before a change takes place. 
The second source of self-efficacy belief is example. If we see someone achieve 
success who we consider to be a peer (at least in the domain in question) we will believe 
that success is also within our reach. Likewise, a model of failure will contribute to 
lowering perceived self-efficacy. The more similar to ourselves we believe the model to 
be, the stronger will be the effect. The third source of self-efficacy development is 
external persuasion. When a trusted source tells us we can do something or shows us how 
to do it, we have more confidence that it is possible for us to achieve the targeted task. 
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The fourth source of self-efficacy is feedback from our own bodies. When faced 
with a difficult task, we often experience physiological arousal: "nerves" or "the jitters." 
If we interpret this negatively, the stress involved can inhibit performance, thereby 
fulfilling the expectation of a poor outcome. If we believe that these feelings are normal 
or beneficial, that we are "psyched" or "pumped up" to do well, we are more likely to 
channel our energy and focus our thinking to achieve a higher level of performance. 
We set goals based on our perceptions of both the situation and our ability to 
accomplish tasks. "Most courses of action are initially organized in thought. People's 
beliefs in their efficacy shape the types of anticipatory scenarios they construct and 
rehearse .... It is difficult to achieve much while fighting self-doubt" (1995, p. 6). Our 
success and failure experiences can moderate the goals we have set; goals that are 
initially out of reach might be abandoned unless interim goals are set and achieved. "Self-
motivation is best summoned and sustained by adopting attainable subgoals that lead to 
large future ones" (1982, p. 134). Setting and achieving small, proximal goals one step at 
a time leads to scaffolding of learning, more realistic appraisal of abilities, and 
willingness to continue goal pursuit. Pe1formance and goals can both be adjusted over 
time as more experiential information is available. With a manageable reach between a 
past achievement and a future achievement target, set-backs can be met with resilience as 
performance fluctuates within learning boundaries. 
An important factor in setting goals and maintaining resilience in the face of failure 
is social support. It is easier to set and achieve goals that are congruent with our own 
values and with those of our social network. Approval from others, whether explicit, 
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anticipated, or implied, helps us to persevere in spite of difficulties, and social approval 
can guide us in setting both proximal and distal goals. 
Bandura linked self-efficacy theory in part to attribution the01y, the beliefs we hold 
about ourselves and the world. Using attribution theory, Martin Seligman developed the 
theory of learned helplessness and optimism. Seligman identified ways in which 
optimists and pessimists differ in assigning causes to negative and positive life events or 
circumstances, and further, how optimistic or pessimistic beliefs shape effort and 
achievement. In Seligman's theory, there are three dimensions of attribution: 
permanence, pervasiveness, and personalization. Permanence refers to a "time" 
dimension: is this the way things are for now, or is it the way things will always be? 
Pervasiveness refers to a "space" dimension: is this true just for this circumstance, or it is 
true of everything? Personalization indicates the belief that the cause is internal, within 
the person, as opposed to external, in the environment: who caused this to be true? Who 
gets the credit or blame? Optimists tend to believe that good events are permanent, 
pervasive, and internal; things are good everywhere, they always will be, and success is 
self-created. For bad events, they believe just the opposite: this is only for now, just in 
this instance, and it was due to some external factor. Pessimists are the mirror image of 
this. For them, bad things are permanent, pervasive, and due to a personal failing . Good 
things are temporary flukes and due to external circumstances; someone else gets the 
credit. 
Seligman calls these combinations explanatory styles and believes they have a 
great deal to do with happiness and depression; people with pessimistic explanatory 
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styles have lower self-esteem and are more prone to sadness. Seligman studied 
motivation, perseverance, and achievement in light of explanatory style, and concluded 
that "the optimistic individual perseveres" (1991, p. 255). While pessimists tend to be 
more realistic about both the positive and negative aspects of a situation, optimists tend to 
forge on and tackle challenges more readily. Seligman quotes Carol Dweck as she 
describes research results upon assigning both easy and unsolvable problems to children 
with optimistic and pessimistic explanatory styles. 
Before the failures, there was no difference at all between the two groups. But 
once they started to fail, an astonishing difference emerged. The helpless 
children's problem-solving strategies deteriorated down to the first-grade level. 
They began to hate the task and to talk about how good they were at baseball or 
acting in the class play. When the mastery-oriented children failed, they stayed at 
their fourth-grade level in their strategies, and while acknowledging that they 
must be making mistakes, they stayed involved. One mastery-oriented child 
actually rolled up her sleeves and said "I love a challenge." They all expressed 
confidence that they would soon be back on track, and they kept at it (Seligman, 
1991, p. 142). 
Where does explanatory style come from? Seligman believed that pessimism and 
optimism are primarily learned attitudes; that the explanatory styles used by parents and 
close others about their own lives modeled pessimism or optimism for the child. 
Furthermore, the way caregivers, teachers, or other authority figures attributed success or 
failure to the child's own efforts influenced the child's view of himself or herself. 
The pessimism of our children is not inborn. Nor does their pessimism come 
directly from reality. Many people living in grim realities- unemployment, 
terminal illness, concentration camps, the inner city- remain optimistic. 
Pessimism is a theory of reality. Children learn this theory from parents, teachers, 
coaches, and the media, and they in turn re-cycle it to their children (1995, p. 51). 
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Explanatory style can affect the way a child grows up to face life, the choices he or she 
makes, and the possibilities he or she sees for the future. 
Change and Resistance: Kurt Lewin (1946, 1947) 
Kurt Lewin believed that human behavior and development are both products of 
the interaction of a person with his environment, and neither behavior nor development 
can be studied in isolation. Lewin pioneered field theory in social sciences, the idea that 
all factors in the relevant environment (the field) must be taken into account when 
studying any social phenomenon. Understanding a problem necessitates developing a 
clear definition of the boundaries of the environment and an awareness of all included 
factors. The area within the boundaries is called afield, or when applied to an individual, 
sometimes a life space (Behavior and Development, 1997a, p. 338). A personal field 
consists of "such specific items as particular goals, stimuli, needs, social relations, as well 
as more general characteristics [such as] the atmosphere . .. or the amount of freedom" (p. 
339). Elements of a field are interdependent and inseparable; change in one area ripples 
through the system with greater or lesser effects on other areas. 
Lewin studied change dynamics in both individuals and groups. Changes occur 
when a force is applied to some element of the life space or field. Lewin called this the 
point of application. A force is exerted on a system in balance, and the impetus for 
change is created. A driving force creates a positive or negative motivation toward or 
away from a target, and a restraining force hinders movement. Conflict arises when a 
person is caught between two forces of approximately equal strength. If both options are 
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positive, or both are negative, the person is faced with a choice. The choice between two 
negative options can result in the person leaving the field, avoiding the influence of the 
two forces and abandoning the goal. If one option is positive and the other negative, the 
choice is clear unless there is a reward associated with moving toward the negative force. 
If opposing forces are of equal strength, they can cancel each other out resulting in no 
movement. That situation is stressful, however, and the stronger the opposing forces the 
greater the stress. In order to make a decision, the person visualizes him or herself in 
various possible future scenarios. Once a decision is reached, the drive toward that option 
becomes stronger; a commitment has been made which will help to guide movement 
toward the future scenario and to stabilize the future scenario once it has been achieved. 
Changes or commitments might be made in other areas of the life space as well that will 
help to lock the decision into place. Making decisions can be made more difficult by 
unrelated problems in the background of the field. The immediate situation and the 
background situation overlap, adding confusion to the decision-making process. 
Frustration decreases effectiveness of decision-making, and regression can result. 
Goals are motivated by needs, which operate as a driving force. "The effect which 
a need has on the structure of the life space depends upon the intensity of the need and 
upon the fluidity of the related areas of the life space" ( 1997 a, p. 362). Lack of fluidity in 
the life space would act as a resisting force. Needs are satisfied when the goal, or a 
substitute, has been reached. New goals can be substituted for original goals if they 
become more attractive, or if a barrier is placed in front of the original goal. Not all 
barriers result in goal substitution, however; barriers to achievement can make a goal 
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more attractive if the baiTier is not too strong. In the face of an attractive goal and a 
perceived barrier, some individuals will persist in their pursuit of the original goal up to a 
certain level of effort. "What is usually called persistence is an expression of how quickly 
goals change when the individual encounters obstacles" (1997b, p. 366). 
Lack of change does not necessarily mean there is resistance to change. If no 
unusual force is exerted, the system will remain in balance at the status quo. A driving 
force will move the system; only when a driving force is countered by a resisting force 
can resistance be said to be present. Sometimes lack of observable change is evidence of 
resistance; if a driving force is present that should be causing change but isn't, then there 
is an equally strong resisting force holding change at bay. Not all resisting forces are 
strong enough to prevent change; some merely slow it or alter its course. Individual 
inability to achieve new tasks can be a resisting force; willingness might be present, but 
without ability the driving force encounters the resistance of inability. If the desire is to 
maintain the status quo, resistance must be exerted in order to accommodate differentials 
in input; thus resistance can be either a positive or a negative force. 
Habit can be a source of resistance. Desire for social approval can be another. 
Lewin believed that many needs were socially based, and that our wish to belong to a 
particular community limited the range of our behavior so as not to be perceived as 
deviant. "As long as group values are unchanged, the individual will resist changes more 
strongly the further he is to depart from group standards" (1997b, p. 329). Moving a 
group in effect moves the individuals within the group, as the range of allowable 
behavior shifts. 
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Change is relative. All systems, being in constant motion, are experiencing some 
degree of change an the time. In order to make a meaningful measure of change, change 
must be defined against a background standard of normal, expected fluctuation and 
motion. If a normal increase of a certain amount is expected in a given period, change can 
only be said to have occurred if that norma] amount is exceeded or unmet to a significant 
degree. Real change is permanent, however; a temporary move to a new position 
followed by a return to the previous position is not change, but fluctuation. Change, when 
it does come about, is realized through a three step process: unfreezing, moving, and 
freezing again at the new level. "Since any level is determined by a force field, 
permanency implies that the new force field is made relatively secure against change" 
(Lewin, 1997b, p. 330). 
Summary 
Some common themes have emerged in this chapter that will be relevant as we 
continue to study transitions and transition theory. First, we are social creatures and much 
of our motivation comes from interactions with other people; they are a source of comfort 
as well as a source of normative standards to which we are motivated to adhere. We are 
also influenced by our physical environment; we must adapt to changing conditions in 
ways that preserve our health and ability to function. We receive information about our 
functioning fi"om our bodies; stress reactions and emotions are messages that ten us we 
need to do something differently to cope with external circumstances. Much of the way 
we interpret feedback from our bodies, from others, and from the environment is 
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subjective; we make meaning of our world, and each of us has a unique pattern of 
experiences and interpretations. 
There is survival value in order, and we strive to make our environment 
predictable and under our control as much as possible. Uncertainty creates anxiety, so we 
exert control over ourselves and the environment in various ways while adaptively 
broadening our range of acceptable environment. The actions we take are based on our 
sense of what is possible, what we are capable of, and what will allow us to stay within 
the boundaries of our reference group and our own values. We set future goals and strive 
to reach them. As humans we are able to imagine various possible scenarios and we set 
strategies to help ourselves reach those most desired. When we are unable to reach a goal 
in one step (even if that goal is understanding) we create interim steps for ourselves; 
adaptation, learning, and change is achieved gradually. Finally, our range of operation is 
not restricted. We allow ourselves to reach further than we have been before, return to 
earlier levels if we have to, and detour where necessary. We maintain flexibility of 
response. In the next chapter we will look at transitions, those shifts brought about in us 
as we adapt to changes in both external and internal circumstances, and review various 
theories on how we react to and manage our transitions. 
"Above the cliff's last rise we reached in time 
an open slope. 'Do we go right or left?' 
I asked my master, 'or do we still climb?'" 
- Dante Alighieri, The Purgatorio, Canto IV, p. 58. 
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Chapter 2 
Theories of Transition 
"Thus we are bereft of reasons for existence; for the only life to which we could cling no 
longer corresponds to anything actual; the only existence still based upon reality no 
longer meets our needs." -Emile Durkheim, 197911897, p. 213 
"Yet through all these changes, certain crucial norms and relationships- and others 
seemingly less crucial, even quite trivial and arbitrary- will persist." 
-Victor Turner, 1974, p. 43. 
Change alters circumstances. If change occurs in the context of a person's 
assumptive world or life space, that change will likely, if of sufficient magnitude not to 
be seen as a temporary fluctuation, call forth an adaptive response that involves a change 
in the way the individual interacts with, or views him or herself in the context of, his or 
her environment. That adaptation is what we defined in the Introduction as transition: the 
process, or the result of the process, by which an individual adapts to change andre-
establishes equilibrium and a sense of stability after a change. 
Throughout the twentieth century personal (and societal) transitions were the 
object of study by psychologists, psychiatrists, and sociologists; that interest has 
continued into the twenty-first century. The literature reviewed in this chapter will focus 
on the work of theorists who have suggested or contributed to a general theory of 
transition. Some have focused on the factors that make a transition more or less difficult; 
others have focused on identifying stages of the transition process. Most discuss both a 
process through which people pass as well as factors, either personal or situational, that 
affect the outcome. A cross-disciplinary approach allows us to view transition theory 
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from multiple perspectives and s01t out what might be key commonalities in transitions 
of varying types. 
Beginnings of Modern Transition The01y 
Writings on transition proliferated after World War II and during the social 
upheavals of the 1960s and 70s. Major areas of focus were bereavement and grief, and 
organizational and career psychology. Some works made it into the popular realm. 
Ki.ibler-Ross published On Death and Dying in 1969, immortalizing her "stages of grief' 
model in the public imagination. In 1970, Alvin Toffler published Future Shock, a widely 
read book that brought to public awareness the topic of the effects of rapid social change. 
Early theorists were often aware that they were breaking new ground and introducing a 
new field of study (Glaser & Strauss (1971), Parkes (1971), Adams Hayes & Hopson 
(1976)). A conference on life transitions held in Sonoma, California in 1975 was attended 
by, among others, John Adams, William Bridges (both of whose work is described 
below) and psychologist Carl Rogers (J. Adams, personal communication, March 9, 
2011). Bridges began offering workshops on personal transition. The growing self-help 
movement contributed to the popularity of his work and of such books as Gail Sheehy's 
Passages (1974), Pathfinders (1981), and Roger Gould's Transformations (1978), all of 
which dealt with transitions over the course of adult life. Studies of specific transitions 
(to motherhood, to school, to a new home, to retirement, etc.) grew explosively. Much 
theory has grown out of studies of bereavement and grief and the relation of stress to 
physical illness. A large body of transition research arose out of the organizational 
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development field, dealing with career transitions, new employee socialization, and the 
effects of organizational change on workers. In 1993 sociologist Linda George noted that 
"research on life transitions has become a growth industry in sociology" (p. 369). This 
chapter examines the writings of those who looked for overall patterns of human 
response to transition. Most of the vast literature on organizational and career transition 
has been omitted; Meryl Reis Louis ' s work on organizational entry and Nigel 
Nicholson's writing on work-role adjustment represent that field here. Most writings 
presented below are grounded in research; some are theoretical. Some of the works 
described are often referenced in transition literature. 
Van Gennep, Turner, and the 3-Part Structure 
It is probably safe to call Arnold van Gennep the father of modern transition theory. 
His original 1908 French-language work, Les rites de passage (The Rites of Passage) 
highlighted commonalities across cultures in the rituals used to mark status changes of 
individuals in a society. Not translated into English until 1960, the work apparently did 
not have significant influence on early twentieth century American or British psychology 
or sociology. In the introduction to the 1960 English-language edition, Solon Kimball 
wrote: 
Although his influence has been considerable in anthropological circles, his 
contribution, in general, has failed to reach the other social sciences. This is an 
unfortunate circumstance, since these other disciplines would have been greatly 
enriched by his analysis of ritual behavior in its relation to the dynamics of 
individual and group life. Certainly one explanation for this lack has been the 
relative inaccessibility of the original monograph. The present translation will do 
much to overcome this deficiency (p. v). 
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Once translated, van Gennep's work became often cited by people working on 
theories of personal change. Van Gennep observed that rites of passage publicly changed 
the relationship of the individual to the group. This served both the individual, who must 
incorporate appropriate behavioral changes, and members of the group who must 
recognize the legitimacy of the person in his or her new role. Group integrity and 
personal functioning are protected through these defined rites. In van Gennep's terms, the 
subject of the ritual entered a sacred as opposed to a profane status vis-a-vis the group. 
This new status might or might not be permanent, depending on the particular rite or 
status involved, but exit from the sacred status can only be accomplished through another 
ritual enactment. "We see that in the least advanced cultures the holy enters nearly every . 
phase of a man's life. Being born, giving birth, and hunting ... are all acts whose major 
aspects fall within the sacred sphere" (van Gennep, 1960, p. 2). "So great is the 
incompatibility between the profane and the sacred worlds that a man cannot pass from 
one to the other without going through an intermediate stage" (p. 1) . Transition rituals, or 
rites of passage, formally defined new roles and statuses for the individual and for the 
community. 
Van Gennep built his theory on the vast amount of anthropological data from 
around the globe that was available at the beginning of the 20th century. Key to his work 
is his discovery of a three-part structure common to transition rituals: separation from a 
former status, transition through an interim status, and incorporation into a new status. 
Van Gennep observed that depending on the nature of the transition and the particular 
society studied, a transition ritual might emphasize one or another phase might be given 
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more emphasis. Funeral rites, for example, might stress separation, while maniage rites 
might stress incorporation. Rites of initiation often emphasize the transitional period 
during which the initiate is between statuses. A complex or lengthy transition could be 
further broken down into sub-stages. For example the main process of separation could 
itself consist of separation, transition, and then incorporation into the middle transitional 
phase. Likewise, the process of incorporation could begin with separation from the 
middle state, transition towards incorporation, and finally incorporation. Both the 
individual and the community are made aware of the change in status, a change that can 
represent vastly different societal roles and responsibilities. 
In applying van Gennep' s findings to our study of transition theory, the question 
arises as to whether these transition rites, found to have remarkably similar structures 
across cultures and around the globe, are minors of an actual transition process that takes 
place in our individual psychologies. It seems reasonable to suppose that they are. If this 
is so, where can we find the evidence? What else do we know about transitions? 
Liminality 
The middle, transitional phase of a rite of passage is a time during which identity or 
affiliation is being shifted. Anthropologist Victor Turner (1969, 1974) undertook an in-
depth examination of this middle, transitional state, which he called liminal as it is 
considered the "threshold" of change. In The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-
Structure (1969) Turner defined and deepened our understanding of the liminal state. 
According to Turner, liminality exists when an individual is between two formed and 
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stable statuses; it is a state of flux, of becoming. In lirninality we have left an old status or 
identity behind, and we may feel a loss of place or orientation. Lirninality can be formless 
and frightening, and represents a state of being "neither here nor there ... betwixt and 
between the positions assigned and anayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremonial" 
(1969, p. 95). This is a time of being, in a sense, centerless: "the attributes of liminality or 
liminal personae ... are necessarily ambiguous, since this condition and these persons 
elude or slip through the network of classifications that normally locate states and 
positions in cultural space" (1969, p. 95). 
Transition rituals often intentionally create liminality as a way of severing 
identification with a previous status or identity in preparation for adoption of a new status 
or identity. The liminal state is what Turner called anti-structure, and it can leave the 
individual feeling lost and unconnected. In liminality our place in society, our identity, is 
called into question. This creates an opportunity for re-formation of identity, sometimes 
implicitly or explicitly likened to a rebirth. Turner makes this point clear: "When I speak 
of anti-structure ... I really mean something positive, a generative center" (Dramas, 
Fields, and Metaphors, 1974, p. 273). While liminality can be created deliberately 
through ritual, it can also occur independently or accidentally when an individual finds 
him or her self in an unfamiliar status, without known bearings or boundaries. 
Liminality is part of a natural cycle of change; "yesterday's liminal becomes 
today's stabilized, today's peripheral becomes tomorrow's centered" (1974, p. 16). 
Independently created liminality can occur with or without warning as circumstances 
change, but as a state it is seldom expected. Ritually created liminality intentionally strips 
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away an identity for the express purpose of imposing a new one. When ritual moves 
individuals into liminality by design, it also moves them out by design. An individual 
who finds him or her self in liminality due to a change in life circumstance, however, 
might not have outside assistance in regaining stability, making the liminal experience 
that much more uncertain and anxiety provoking. 
Communitas 
Communitas is defined by Turner (1969, 1974) as a special state ofliminality, one 
in which multiple people share the same experience of separation from the structure of 
everyday life. "Structure depends on distance and discontinuity between its units" (1974, 
p. 293). In lirninality, this distance and discontinuity is dissolved. Individuals in a 
communal group feel that the natural social boundaries that have separated them are no 
longer present. Being removed from "normal" life and living with a disrupted identity, 
individuals in communitas identify more strongly with each other than they would 
otherwise. Normal statuses are abandoned, normal separations ignored. Being in "sacred 
space" together (using van Gennep' s construction) they are able to acknowledge their 
special status and feel that they are, in effect, equals and all "in it together." Communitas 
can exist apart from transition, as when a heterogeneous group of people all have the 
same extraordinary experience and view each other as peers in terms of that experience. 
Natural or man-made disasters or events of celebration (such as Woodstock) can create 
communitas, bringing people together. Religious observances that create a conununal 
feeling and the idea of being equal before God incorporate communitas. 
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Communitas allows a feeling of connectedness while being disconnected from the 
larger society. It helps to build group bonds and identification with fellow participants. 
Induction into the armed services or other types of group initiations in which individual 
identity is put on hold all make use of communitas. Through communitas, liminality can 
be less frightening and disorienting. 
Leach's Diagram 
In 1976 Edmund Leach offered a diagram of van Gennep' s three part ritual 
process of separation (S), transition (T) and incorporation (I). Leach called the three 
phases separation (left vertical), marginality, and aggregation (right vertical.) (The 
diagram below is adapted to use van Gennep's te1minology.) In some rituals the verticals 









Figure 2.1: Leach 's depiction of the three-part ritual process 
It is interesting to slightly extend the interpretation of Leach's diagram. The 
center area, marginality, is equivalent to Turner's liminality. Being in a liminal state can 
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feel like being without a floor, without a solid support. The area between the verticals is 
an area of uncertain and shifting identity; ritual guides an individual through the process 
of identity re-formation. Psychotherapy can have a similar function, and we speak of the 
therapist as creating a "safe space" for the client. This idea of being in a dangerous yet 
safe space, in spite of feeling without a floor, is beautifully captured by Leach's simple 
depiction. 
Many of those writing about transitions reference van Gennep directly. (Keep in 
mind that his work was not available in English translation until1960.) Fewer reference 
Turner, although his deeper definition of liminality is a valuable addition. Van Gennep 
wrote about rituals designed to confirm or bring about identity and status transitions, but 
the three part structure he identified can be seen in the basic psychological phenomena of 
the transition process. We can trace a three-part structure.in the writings of several 
transition theorists and researchers, although that process is sometimes stated in terms of 
five, six or more steps. 
Loss and Change of Context: Tyhurst (1957), Parkes (1971) and Marris (1974) 
In his 1957 paper "The Role of Transition States- Including Disasters- In Mental 
Illness," James Tyhurst reported on eight years of study relating to what he termed 
transition states, the "social and psychological circumstances of being in a state of going 
from one situation to another" (p. 149). Tyhurst, a psychiatrist, studied three types of 
transition events: civilian disaster, migration, and retirement. In each situation, he noted a 
three-part response. 
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In civilian disasters, he divided the response into impact, recoil, and post-trauma 
periods. The impact period represented the initial stress of the event. During impact, a 
few people were able to focus on and deal with the immediate situation and respond to it 
with appropriate action; a larger group, representing about three quarters of the victims, 
were "stunned and bewildered." Another group, about the size of the first, manifested 
"confusion, paralyzing anxiety ... crying or screaming, and so on" (p. 152). In the recoil 
phase, the initial stress of the event was suspended as practical necessities (e.g. food and 
shelter) were dealt with. Emotions began to be expressed, and survivors felt a need to 
begin to communicate about the event. In the third, post-trauma phase, the meaning and 
implications of the event began to be realized. Effects of this period often include 
"temporary anxiety and fatigue states, psychotic episodes, recurrent catastrophic 
dreaming, depressive reactions, etc." (p. 154). He noted that this period could last a long 
while. 
Tyhurst found three different phases of reaction in the adjustment of immigrants. 
First, the concern is with immediate needs for food, shelter, and work. This period is 
"characterized mainly by an intense orientation in the present" (p. 154-155). Next, 
differences in culture begin to be felt. The focus becomes a nostalgic idealization of the 
person's former life and circumstances. 
As action in the new setting leads to an increasing sense of incongruity between 
the individual's frame of reference and the society around him, the second phase -
that of "psychological arrival"- begins. Characteristic of this are increasing 
anxiety and depression; increasing self-preoccupation, often with somatic 
preoccupations and somatic symptoms; general withdrawal from society in 
contrast to previous activity; and some degree of hostility and suspicion. The 
sense of difference and helplessness becomes increasingly intense and the period 
is characterized by marked discomfort and turmoil (p. 154). 
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The third phase can go in one of two directions. Either there is a decrease in turmoil and 
an increase in function, or there is an increase in turmoil and a decrease in function which 
can potentially lead to breakdown. (Tyhust does not address the differences that would 
contribute to one outcome over the other.) 
In his studies of retirees, Tyhurst found that the first phase of adjustment can 
consist either of "living out the retirement myth" (p. 155) or trying to deny and ignore the 
fact that retirement has occmTed. In either case, reality soon takes over. The necessity of 
accepting this new reality leads to the second phase, characterized by: 
turmoil which may last for many months as the man re-establishes or creates a set 
of significant, functioning roles and relationships for himself in his newly defined 
situation. Anxiety, depression, a marked increase in self-preoccupation and 
somatic symptoms, feelings of inadequacy and irritability may characterize this 
period (p. 155). 
As with immigrants, the turmoil might lead into either a state of permanent dissatisfaction 
or the discovery of a new positive life role and purpose. 
Just as Lewin had noted, change, Tyhurst believed, was relative. Change is a 
normal part of daily life, and we can only speak of "transition" when there is 
"disequilibrium or turmoil" (p. 156). "Transition ... begins with the lack of congruity 
between the map of reality- physical, physiological, psychological and social- that is 
brought to the situation and the experienced reality" (p. 159). Proper preparation for 
change is key to a smooth in adjustment, Tyhurst says, but "a great number of crises are 
not predictable, or if they are, the exact nature of the problems posed for particular 
individuals by the new situation cannot be foreseen. The value of preparation and 
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planning can be only limited" (p. 163). Important also are the "supportive value of ritual" 
and access to a "transitional community" (p. 166). Citing Curle's work on Civil 
Resettlement Units, Tyhurst suggested that transitional communities could be created in 
shelters during disasters, in rehabilitation facilities, or in hospitals, creating a supportive 
environment for the individual dealing with a changing reality. 
Tyhurst used his observations to suggest what was, at the time, a new view of 
symptoms of distress. Instead of assuming that disturbed behavior indicated illness, it 
would be more useful to consider the circumstances in which the behavior was generated. 
Difficulties experienced during a transition can be normal. 
It would probably be more appropriate if we regarded the transition state and its 
accompanying disturbance as an opportunity for growth .... Signs of psychological 
distress - somatic, emotional or intellectual- are thus not necessarily equivalent 
with that person's being a case of mental illness. It means that the individual is 
growing and developing (p. 161). 
Tyhurst was an early investigator in the study of transitions. The topic was increasingly 
becoming of interest, however. In 1971 British psychiatrist Colin Mmny Parkes issued 
an appeal for formal study of transition as a phenomenon. In "Psycho-Social Transitions: 
A Field for Study" Parkes suggests a broadening of research focus: 
Whilst 'stress research' has been developed as a field by experimental 
psychologists and physiologists 'loss research' has emerged from clinical 
psychoanalysis and been developed by social psychiatrists. Since most 
losses can be construed as stressful and many stresses can be construed as 
losses there must be considerable overlap between these two fields and 
there is a need to try to link them together (1971 , p. 102). 
Parkes recognized that unexpected change introduces a break in the pattern of 
living. He identified the trigger for individual adjustment to be a change which takes 
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place in the "parts of the environment with which the self interacts," and references 
Lewin's concept of the "life space" and Cantril's (1950) "assumptive world" (1971, p. 
103). Parkes acknowledges changing Cantril's phrase "assumptive form world" to 
"assumptive world." The reason, he says, is to broaden the concept beyond just 
"perceptual elements" (p. 103). Our assumptive world "includes everything we know or 
think we know. It includes our interpretation of the past and our expectations of the 
future . .. " (p. 103). We all experience changes to our life-space on an on-going basis, 
according to Parkes. Whether that change is problematic depends on the impact it has on 
the assumptions upon which we have built our plans and expectations. Those changes 
which introduce significant alterations to our assumptive world must be dealt with by 
altering our assumptions. Parkes names these major changes psycho-social transitions. 
We aim to live in a predictable, steady state, says Parkes and a change in an individual's 
assumptive world "will cause him to introduce further changes aimed at improving the 
'fit' between himself and his environment" (p. 104). 
A person is not a passive recipient of sensations from his life space; he creates his 
assumptive world by reaching out to his environment and sampling it, he reacts to 
his life space by moving within it, to keep it the same or change it (p. 105). 
The changed view must be not only of the environment but of the self as well. "To make 
a satisfactory adjustment the individual must give up one view of himself and his 
assumptive world and acquire another, more realistic one" (p. 110). 
Changes which are gradual or expected can be assimilated more easily than 
changes which are abrupt or unexpected. Parkes notes the benefits of being able to make 
incremental adjustments as well as the influence of rehearsal or preparation on the ease or 
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difficulty of a transition. Preparation and rehearsal are not guaranteed panaceas, however. 
Situations can evolve or introduce new and unexpected elements. "It is often the case that 
the transition from a deficient world to one which is, in some respects, more 'ideal', 
involves us in changes which were not foreseen" (p. 104). Parkes cautions against using 
the terms "crisis" and "stressor" to describe a life event; to do so introduces a bias toward 
the negative, when in fact a change can be positive. "As I see it losses and gains are two 
ways of classifying changes in state" (p. 102). The outcome of a change can depend upon 
how the event is coped with and assimilated; the aim of coping is to create a predictable 
assumptive world. "Whenever a major change in state takes place the need arises for the 
individual to restructure his ways of looking at the world and his plans for living in it" (p. 
102). Change often involves a perception of loss, since part of the assumptive world must 
be given up. Parkes cites prior work on loss and grief, and outlines the phases of the grief 
process as "denial or 'numbness' ... bitter pining and frustrated searching ... depression and 
apathy ... and a final phase of reorganization ... " (1971, p. 106). 
In a 1975 article Parkes further tests the idea that there are common properties to 
psycho-social transitions. He compares the loss of a limb and the loss of a spouse by 
reviewing data from systematic studies of amputees and widows/widowers. He notes that 
"the data seem to reflect a process of realization" which involves "a reassessment of the 
world as it is and a reassessment of the person who relates to it" (1975, p. 208). There is a 
yearning for what has been lost, a pining for life as it was. As the person makes changes 
in his or her assumptive world, the view of the self in that world necessarily changes also. 
The success of the adjustment is dependent on the success of fitting the person's self-
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view into the new assumptive world. "His final view of himself depends very largely 
upon the place which remains to him in the world and the extent to which his abilities and 
experience give him an expectation of satisfactory accomplishment" (1975, p. 209). 
Parkes specifically excludes developmental changes from his definition of psycho-social 
transitions, as they are predictable and gradual, thus creating almost imperceptible 
alterations in the assumptive world. 
In his book Loss and Change (1974) Peter Manis examines the human need for 
predictability and presents an interesting linkage between the desire to preserve existing 
states and the desire for innovation. Both, he says, are motivated by the fear of loss. In 
order to make sense of life and function adequately, we need to be able to predict what 
will happen around us. We become accustomed to a particular pattern of life, and when 
that pattern is disrupted, we seek to repair the damage by returning to the earlier state, if 
possible. This is the conservative impulse, the impulse to maintain the world as it is in 
order to understand it. We often think of it as resistance to change. The conservative 
impulse seeks to extend the past and the present into the future; it is an impulse that is 
necessary for the smooth functioning of life. "If we were to encounter frequently events 
on which we could not impose an interpretation, our behavior would become alarmingly 
disoriented .. .. Since our ability to cope with life depends on making sense of what 
happens to us, anything which threatens to invalidate our conceptual structures of 
interpretation is profoundly disruptive" (p. 10). 
Much of this theory is familiar. However Marris makes the additional case that 
innovation is also a form of preservation. We hold certain linages of ourselves for the 
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future and these images "have already become crucial to our present identity" (p. 108). 
When that future is threatened or called into question by environmental change, we take 
actions to restore the likelihood that it will unfold in the way we envision. We try to 
overcome the present environment; we innovate. Innovation is thus a way of preserving a 
continuous image of self, and achieving the ideal self that we desire. 
Marris extends the concept of bereavement to losses other than the death of a 
loved one. Using his own studies of loss and change including bereavement, slum 
clearance, university education, and social reform, Marris notes some commonalities in 
the way change is approached and processed. These are all cases where "the familiar 
pattern of life has been irretrievably broken" (p. 3) and the first reaction is to preserve 
enough aspects of the old way of life so as to maintain continuity of self and the way the 
self functions in the world. Something familiar, something key to daily life, has been lost. 
"Whenever people suffered loss - even though they might also desire change - their 
reactions expressed an internal conflict, whose nature was fundamentally similar to the 
working out of grief' (p. 1). In a situation of great change, we should give ourselves and 
others time to time to adapt before expecting a return to normal functioning. Likewise, 
we should avoid making additional changes too quickly. "Grieving reactions are evoked 
when adaptive abilities are threatened" (p. 4). 
Marris presents examples of people who were able to continue functioning in their 
habitual manner in spite of circumstances of extreme change. In all of these cases, the 
individuals were highly identified with a way of life or an ideology which remained, to 
them, unchanged and unquestioned. They preserved a center of belief which could not be 
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disconfrrmed. Whether this served them or their environments well is not the issue; the 
point is that to the extent a source of identity can be preserved, immediate environmental 
changes have less of an effect. While these people might not have experienced 
bereavement, however, neither did they experience growth. "Change as growth comes 
from imposing new purposes on circumstances whose meaning has not been disrupted. 
Bereavement follows from the disintegration of a meaningful environment. .. " (p. 22). 
True loss or bereavement comes only when it is felt as such; to the extent that the 
individual preserves his or her continuing frames of reference without acknowledgement 
of loss, bereavement will not be experienced. Growth results from accepting and 
integrating change. Innovation is a manifestation of growth, an acknowledgement of 
change. 
The need to conserve the structure of purposes which makes life meaningful does 
not in itself preclude the development of new skills or the exploration of new 
experiences. Rather. .. growth rests on the durability of the expectations we have 
already learned to trust. The more secure we feel, the more open to experience, so 
long as we believe it will enlarge rather than undermine our understanding (p. 104). 
Developmental Integration and Change: Erikson (1968) and Kiibler-Ross (1969) 
While some were studying the psychological and physiological reactions to 
external change, Erik Erikson was examining developmental change throughout the 
normal human lifespan. Erikson, one of the most influential developmental theorists, 
considered human development to be a psychosocial process, an interaction between the 
individual's epigenetic psychological growth and the culture. He viewed growth and 
development as a series of crises and tasks. Psychological development occurs in stages, 
according to Erikson, and transition from one stage to another involves incorporating a 
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wider range of competence in the external world. "It is the ego's task to promote the 
mastery of experience and the guidance of action in such a way that a certain wholeness 
synthesis is, ever again, created ... " (1968, p. 81). 
The developmental process Erikson presents in Identity: Youth and Crisis has much 
in common with what we find incorporated in various theories of transition and 
adaptation: action, reaction, sense of disorientation, synthesis and stability. Erikson's 
process begins with expanding libidinal needs which stimulate a reaching out into the 
world for satisfaction. This results in a widening social radius and development of "ever 
more highly differentiated capacities." Awareness of new kinds of information from the 
external world coupled with growing intellectual and social abilities sparks a 
developmental crisis, a sense of estrangement from the previously accepted way of being 
that resolves as a "new psychosocial strength which is foundational for all future 
strengths" (1968, p. 104-105). We see both internal and social forces at work in Erikson's 
model. 
Erikson maintained that the task of the individual was to develop in response to 
these events (crises) in such a way as to preserve identity, ego integrity, and sense of 
continuity. "What may be called the ego process is the organizational principle by which 
the individual maintains himself as a coherent personality with a sameness and continuity 
both in his self-experience and in his actuality for others" (1968, p. 73). When events or 
changes occur such that this continuity of identity cannot be maintained, (i.e., the change 
cannot be incorporated or the transition effectively completed) difficulties ensue. Erikson 
observed that some of the difficulties experienced by discharged veterans of WWII could 
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be attributed to the fact that "through the exigencies of war [they] had lost a sense of 
personal sameness and historical continuity" (1968, p. 17). Referring to these soldiers 
later in the book, Erikson wrote that "Obviously the men were worn out by too many 
changes, in too many respects at once . .. . The sense of sameness and continuity and the 
belief in [their] social role was gone" (p. 67). Effective assistance could be rendered only 
by a reexamination and rebuilding of a "shattered life plan" (p. 68). In other words, the 
sense of self had to "catch up with" the new personal and social reality and context. 
"What could consequently be called the self-identity emerges from experiences in which 
temporarily confused selves are successfully reintegrated in an ensemble of roles which 
also secures social recognition" (p. 211). Being successful in this integration process 
represents personal growth. 
Elisabeth Ktibler-Ross was among the first to study the psychological processes of 
dying people. Originally collaborating with theology students who wanted to understand 
how to counsel dying patients, Ktibler-Ross conducted numerous interviews that resulted 
in her 1969 book On Death and Dying. Ktibler-Ross described a five stage process that 
begins with denial and moves through anger, bargaining, depression, and finally 
acceptance. Not all stages will be experienced by all patients, but the description provides 
a way of better understanding the actions and words of a terminally ill person. While 
Ktibler-Ross did not explicitly identify dying by terminal illness as a transition, it is clear 
from the process she describes that it is. The dying individual is undergoing a permanent 
and profound change to his or her assumptive world. 
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Denial is a common initial reaction, says Kiibler-Ross, and often includes a 
statement such as "No, Not me" (Kiibler-Ross, p. 38). The idea of death does not 
conform to the person's ideas and plans for themselves. The patient is not ready to hear 
this type of news, and the denial reaction is more severe in people who have been 
informed of their circumstance "prematurely or abruptly" (p. 39). 
Anger comes with full awareness of the implications of the news. The anger is 
often "displaced in all directions and projected onto the environment at times almost at 
random" (Ki.ibler-Ross, p. 50). Anger can be an attempt by the patient to "make sure that 
he is not forgotten" (p. 52), to be related to as the person he once was and still is. Respect 
and understanding can diffuse this anger, which is a natural reaction to so total a 
disruption of a life plan. Consider, says Kiibler-Ross, how the patient feels. 
Maybe we too would be angry if all our life activities were interrupted so 
prematurely. If all the buildings we started were to go unfinished, to be completed 
by someone else; if we had put some hard-earned money aside to enjoy a few 
years of rest and enjoyment, for travel and pursuing hobbies, only to be 
confronted with the fact that "this is not for me" (p. 51). 
After all, emotion, Mandler told us, is the natural reaction to interruption of one's plans. 
Bargaining represents an attempt to regain control, to be able to change the 
outcome. When bargaining fails, the lack of control is made evident. Self-efficacy theory 
tells us that inability to achieve a desired outcome results in sadness. The next stage 
Ki.ibler-Ross identifies is that of depression. She recognizes two different types of 
depression at this stage: reactive depression and preparatory depression. Reactive 
depression is depression over losses that have already occurred; preparatory depression is 
over the prospect of the losses still to come, including the loss of life itself. In preparatory 
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depression, the patient is envisioning the future and trying to prepare for it. This can 
finally lead to acceptance, the true letting go of the past. This stage represents the end of 
struggle. It is a quiet time with little desire for stimulation. Orientation is to the present; 
there is no past or future focus. The person is best served by friends, family members and 
others who are willing to also stay in the present without trying to rally an interest in a 
future that is not to be. 
Factors Affecting Transitions: Glaser & Strauss (1971), Ebaugh (1988), Schlossberg 
(1995), Wheaton (1990) 
One approach to understanding how people navigate and manage transitions is to 
understand the factors or elements of a transition that can make it more or less difficult 
for the individual involved. Knowing what some of the key factors are can assist in 
formulating a counseling approach, designing and analyzing research, and planning 
transitions so that they cause minimum disruption. 
In Status Passages (1971) Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss took a sociological 
approach to examining changes in status. These status changes, which they called 
passages, include not only major transitions or life changes but also small, temporary 
changes in status relative to those with whom we interact. Visits to a doctor or a lawyer, 
for example, introduce a status passage as we place ourselves in a client or patient role 
and cede authority in the realm of medicine or law to someone with more knowledge and 
hence power over us. In the preface to their book they wrote: "We chose to theorize about 
status passages because ... this universal phenomenon of passage through statuses is so 
78 
deserving of a formal theory" (p. vi). They begin with a reference to van Gennep's work 
and similar work done by anthropologists. They then identify their topic: 
Sociologists have also expended considerable effort studying status passages that 
occur within occupations (careers and socialization, for instance) .... Such 
passages may entail movement into a different part of a social structure; or a loss 
or gain of privilege, influence, or power, and a changed identity and sense of self, 
as well as changed behavior (p. 1-2). 
The danger in the proliferation of multiple studies without a formal framework for 
analysis was, as they saw it, in not recognizing the many factors that can impact a 
passage: 
Our contention is that unless a researcher is explicitly sensitive to multiple 
properties of status passage, he can be expected to make a relatively incomplete 
analysis of his data. Of course, if he does not recognize that his data can be 
conceived of as pertaining to status passages, then his analysis must necessarily 
be incomplete when viewed in that context. .. (p. 8). 
The authors go on to identify fourteen specific factors that they believe can affect the 
outcome of, or have an impact on, a passage: desirability, inevitability, reversibility, 
repeatability, clarity, duration, number of others in the transition, awareness that others 
are sharing the experience, ability to communicate about the transition, extent to which 
the transition is voluntaJy, who has control over the situation, whether the transition 
needs external legitimization, whether the transition is disguised, and the centrality of the 
transition to the person. 
They examine each of these factors in detail and identify sub-categories or 
subordinate factors such as preventability, whether the passage is age-graded or linked to 
another passage, the self-view of the individual, whether there are competing passages 
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influencing the outcome, and the expectations the individual has for timing, control, etc. 
The authors note that a status passage involves moventent through a status, not 
achievement of a status. The person is "put into a transitional status or a sequence of 
them, which helps account in large measure for the period of time he will be in 
passage ... " (p. 47). They advocate planning ahead for both the end of a transition and for 
new transitions that will occur in the future. They caution against over-planning or too 
much focus on the future, however, as that can lead to ignoring or missing important 
experiences in the present. 
Although Glaser and Strauss identify numerous factors relevant to a status passage 
and examine the interrelations among some of these factors, they do not present a process 
model of transition. Their contribution is important for having identified key transition 
factors, for their conceptualization of transition as a process that can be studied across 
cases, and for their attempt to analyze interactions of multiple, overlapping, competing, 
or shared transitions. 
Helen Rose Fuchs Ebaugh does not speak of transitions but of role exits. Her 
1988 book, Becoming an Ex: The Process of Role Exit is the culmination of a ten year 
process of studying role exit including personal interviews with 163 people who were 
exiting, or had exited from, a variety of roles including nun, teacher, police officer, 
mother, alcoholic, and spouse. Ebaugh realized that these major changes in status 
involved a long process, one that had its beginnings well before and its endings well after 
the actual point of role exit. 
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Ebaugh was able to describe characteristics or properties of role exits that 
affected the process as well as phases of the process itself. (Her phase model is described 
in the next section.) Many of Ebaugh's properties are similar to factors identified by 
Glaser & Strauss. Ebaugh's eleven properties are: reversibility, duration, social 
desirability, centrality of the fonner role, the degree of institutionalization, the extent to 
which the exit is voluntary, whether it is conscious and deliberate, how much control the 
person has over the process, whether the process proceeds in a pre-detennined order, 
whether the individual is exiting alone or as part of a group or trend, and whether the 
primary role exit requires additional, unplanned exits (p. 35-40, 185-204). Ebaugh 
believed that the transition process was in part influenced by these transition factors. For 
example, exits which are voluntary take on a different shape from exits which are 
involuntary. 
Nancy Schlossberg's 1984 book, Counseling Adults in Transition: Linking 
Practice with Theory, was one of the earliest resources on transitions written specifically 
for helping professionals. In the updated 1995 version, Schlossberg and her co-authors 
Elinor Waters and Jane Goodman present criteria for assessing a transition, identifying 
areas that might be giving the most trouble and why, and finding effective ways to cope 
or to help clients cope. They deliberately included both developmental and circumstantial 
transitions in their framework. There are "triggers to internal transitions," they wrote, 
"some of which may come from internal awareness and some of which may be stimulated 
by external events" (1995, p. 83). 
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Schlossberg et al. defined three basic types of transitions: anticipated, 
unanticipated, and non-events. Non-events occur when a person suddenly or slowly 
realizes that an expected life event will not occur. In Overwhebned: Coping with Life's 
Ups and Downs (1989) Schlossberg introduced the concepts of sleeper events and life on 
hold. The added types are interesting ones. "Life on hold" is defined as a "transition 
waiting to happen, poised between an event and a non-event that is really neither" (1989, 
p. 21). A sleeper transition is one in which the exact beginning might not be recognized 
as such at the time; instead the person slowly becomes aware of the true impact of the 
change (1989, p. 23). A transition alters a person's "roles, relationships, routines, and 
assumptions" (1995, p. 26). "For an individual undergoing a transition, it is not the event 
or non-event that is most important but its impact. .. the degree to which the transition 
alters one's daily life" (1995, p. 33). 
The model Schlossberg presents is not a transition model but a counseling model. 
Counselors and clients should assess what Schlossberg calls the "4 Ss:" the Situation, 
Self, Support, and Strategies. Key questions to ask are: What is changing? Is it an 
anticipated change, an unanticipated change, or a non-event? What is the significance of 
the event for the client? How will the person's roles, relationships, and routines be 
affected? When is the transition going to happen? Where is the client in the transition 
process? 'The transition process often has both positive and negative aspects for the same 
individual" (1995, p. 36). "Reactions to any transition change over time depending on 
whether one is nwving in, through, or out of the transition" (1995, p. 26). In addition to 
the situational factors identified, which are very similar to those given by Glaser & 
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Strauss and Ebaugh, Schlossberg et al. identify the self factors of personal characteristics 
and psychological resources, the support factors of types of support available, and 
strategy factors which include coping responses and the ability to act. 
In his article "Life Transitions, Role Histories, and Mental Health" (1990) Blair 
Wheaton surveys prior sociological work on role transitions which generally outline the 
conditions that make for stressful transitions. Wheaton describes what he identifies as 
two traditions of transition research: the resource approach, where resources are either 
personal characteristics or external supports, and the trait approach, where factors of the 
transition determine its difficulty. He suggests, however, that an overlooked factor is the 
conditions from which the transition is being made. Through study of transition effects on 
adults, Wheaton concludes that in some cases transition can actually relieve pre-existing 
stress. It is important, therefore, not to assume that transition itself increases stress and to 
recognize that a transition exists within a framework of prior experience. Wheaton 
distinguishes between chronic stress and event stress. Chronic stress may actually be 
intensified by an absence of change rather than by too much change. This means, says 
Wheaton, that a simple additive approach (such as that taken by Holmes and Rahe) can 
be misleading. Instead, "factors in the role history prior to the life transition have a major 
impact on its stressfulness" (p. 220). 
[Although Wheaton advocates using a contextual approach rather than a purely 
factors approach, it would seem that saying a particular transition provided stress relief 
implies a level of "desirability" in the transition. It might be that "desirability" (as a 
transition factor) has two interpretations, one social and the other personal. In this way, 
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divorce, an example used by Wheaton, might be socially undesirable but personally 
desirable.] 
Stages of Transition: Adams, Hayes & Hopson (1976), Bridges (1979), and Ebaugh 
(1988) 
John Adams, John Hayes, and Barrie Hopson were among those to propose 
transition theory as a separate area of study. Their 1976 book Transition: Understanding 
and Managing Personal Change was an effort to raise awareness as well as promote 
further research. Part of the stated impetus for their project was recognition of the 
increasingly rapid rate of social change and the resulting uncertainty and stress for 
individuals. They believed that not only could typical reactions to change be predicted, 
but that an understanding of the psychological and physiological responses to change 
could assist in planning change and counseling individuals in such a way as to ameliorate 
the effects. "Firstly, changes in life patterns cause stress, and stress has psychological as 
well as physiological consequences .... Secondly, the personal reaction patterns to 
transition appear to occur in predictable, cyclical and describable stages" (Adams, Hayes, 
Hopson, p. ix). Each of us encounters life events that require us to adapt, to change our 
behaviors and point of view. Hopson and Adams were among the first to attempt to create 
a general transition model by researching patterns of transition response. 
We are concerned with mapping these transition points, and in so doing 
attempting to draw together ideas and concepts in a first tentative approach 
towards generating a model of transitional behaviour that will help predict human 
responses to these events. Such a model might also suggest ways in which people 
may be helped to survive and even gain from their transitional experiences 
(Hopson & Adams, p. 3). 
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The authors recognized that few theorists had approached the area of change and 
transition as a topic separate from situation-specific counseling, and they made a point to 
advocate for continued study in the field. "It is exciting to be working in an area where 
intellectual fervour is beginning to bubble. We hope that some of you as a result of what 
you read here may be tempted to come in and join us" (Adams, Hayes & Hopson, p. xi). 
The intention throughout this book has been to establish the fact that personal 
transitions represent a potential new area of inquiry .... The thesis has been that 
when one understands the transition process, one can make personal choices that 
will reduce the costs and enhance the prospects for personal learning and growth 
(Adams & Hayes, p. 219). 
Hopson and Adams offer a definition of transition as "personal awareness of a 
discontinuity in one's life space" that requires "new behavioural responses ... because the 
situation is new, or the required behaviours are novel, or both" (p. 6) . They include both 
developmental and circumstantial transitions in their model, and classify transitions into 
four basic types: i) predictable-voluntary; ii) predictable-involuntary; iii) unpredictable-
voluntary; iv) unpredictable-involuntary. 
Whether a change in one' s daily routine is an intentional change, a sudden surprise 
that gets thrust upon one, or a growing awareness that one is moving into a life 
stage characterized by increasing or decreasing stability, it will trigger a cycle of 
reactions and feelings that is predictable (p. 9). 
They describe a seven phase transition process model based on an earlier (1969) model 
developed by Adams. The original model consisted of four phases, the first two 
"reactive" and the last two "proactive": 1) dependence on the situation; 2) reaction to the 
situation; 3) coordination of self and situation; 4) integration of self in the situation (p. 9). 
The seven phase framework presented in 1976 provided a more detailed description of 
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the movement from reactive to proactive. The first three phases are reactive: 1) 
immobilization or a sense of being overwhelmed, 2) minimization of the change, and 3) 
depression and frustration. ''Through the first three phases, there has been a kind of 
attachment, whether it has been conscious or not, to the past (pre-transition) situation. To 
move from phase three to four involves a process of unhooking from the past. . . " (p. 12). 
The next four phases are proactive: 4) accepting reality, 5) testing new behaviors, 6) 
seeking meaning, and 7) internalizing these meanings. Phase five can be a time of 
increased internal stress. "There is a lot of personal energy available during this phase 
and, as they begin to deal with the new reality, it is not unlikely that those in transition 
will easily become angry and irritable" (p. 12). Adams & Hayes observed that if the 
transition is perceived as a loss, the focus will be on the first four steps (p. 219). If the 
transition is seen as a gain, emphasis will be placed more heavily on the last three steps 
(p. 220). 
In the Hopson and Adams model, a person's self esteem rises and falls in a 
predictable way with these various transition phases. Self-esteem rises slightly during 
phase 2 (minimization) then begins to drop and reaches a nadir during phase 4 
(acceptance of reality, letting go) and then rises again to attain the highest point after 











Self Esteem Changes During Transitions. 
Source: Hopson & Adams, 1976, p. 13. 
Figure 2.2 
meaning 
The severity of the impacts felt during a transition is influenced by several factors, 
some arising from within the individual and some from without. The amount of stress 
experienced can be influenced by the individual's ability to tolerate novelty or ambiguity, 
his or her life history, and physical health. Other factors are the number of stressful 
events happening at once, the importance of the event(s) to the individual, the intensity of 
the stress, and the duration of the stress. "Overall, the seven transition phases represent a 
cycle of experiencing a disruption, gradually acknowledging its reality, testing oneself, 
understanding oneself, and incorporating changes in one' s behaviour" (p.l2). "What we 
wish to highlight is the potential for growth arising from any major disruption or 
calamity. One realizes this potential and moves toward it when one lets go and fully 
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accepts the situation for what it is ... " (p. 13). 
William Bridges, an attendee at the 1975 Sonoma conference along with Adams, 
Hayes, and Hopson, has written books on both personal transition and workplace 
transition. Bridges, more than any other transition writer, emphasizes a three stage 
transition process similar to van Gennep's: experiencing an ending, traversing a neutral 
zone, and beginning something new. 
Bridges' "ending" necessitates letting go of the way things used to be. Many 
people have a difficult time focusing on the endings of things, Bridges said. They want to 
get right on with the new, and often want to forget the old quickly. This can lead to 
difficulty, though, when the old patterns become repeated and the "moving on" we were 
hoping for doesn't happen. We cannot simply let go of the old and immediately move to 
the new, if the new requires us to be in some way different. We must go through a neutral 
zone- a "fallow period" - in which we give up control and mentally and emotionally re-
group, opening ourselves to new possibilities. This is a time of inspiration and it is 
critical if the transition experience is to be one of growth and not merely of change. Some 
people are uncomfortable with the uncertainty of the neutral zone however, and try to 
avoid it by jumping ahead. 
We fail to see that real new beginnings, the kind that revitalize and inaugurate a 
new order of things, come out of that chaotic neutral zone. Instead, we try to make 
a fresh start by an act of will, putting together a plan that plays out a whole 
sequence of actions that we will take to transform ourselves or our worlds (200 1, 
p. 184). 
A different problem occurs for those people who don't want to let go of the old at all, or 
who want to be in the new and the old mode simultaneously. Internal transition means 
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becoming someone who is in some way different; someone who has experienced growth. 
''Transitions leave in their wake not only people who are different in some way. 
Transitions also make the world look significantly different to those people" (2001, p. 
77). One can't simultaneously grow and stay the same. If we are afraid to let go of what 
is ending, we will never be able to truly move to a new beginning. Without this letting go, 
the work of the neutral zone cannot be accomplished and new beginnings will be mired in 
the past. Successful emergence from the neutral zone allows for being in the world in a 
new way. Bridges' work makes heavy use of the concept of liminality (although he does 
not use the term) as a state of both disorientation and creativity. Bridges is the first to 
specifically emphasize the creative possibilities in liminality. 
Bridges called transition a "six-function dynamic" (2001, p. 49). The six functions 
he described are: reorientation (gaining a new understanding of our world and our 
relationship to it), personal growth (allowing ourselves to catch up, in spurts, with the 
small physical and developmental changes that happen to us daily), authentication (we 
know ourselves better and are able to express who we truly are), creativity ("in the 
neutral zone a person enters a realm where anything can happen") , spirituality (being 
connected with "a timeless state out of which the world emerged") and renewal of our 
energy (2001, p. 39-42). 
Bridges accommodates both developmental change and circumstantial change in 
his model. His first book is "based on a theory of personal development that views 
transition as the natural process of disorientation and reorientation marking the turning 
points in the path of growth" (2004, p. 4). Developmental transitions are, he wrote, 
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"produced by a natural, inner unfolding of those aspects of ourselves that are built right 
into who we are and how we are made" (2001, p. 5). Bridges used the term reactive 
transition to denote a transition "triggered by a specific, external change .. . a change 
occurs, and then a transition takes place" (2001, p. 4). 
Bridges' model accounts for both internally generated and externally generated 
transitions, but does not meaningfully distinguish between expected and non-expected 
transitions, and does not make use of the concept of preparedness or anticipation as a 
factor in mitigating the difficulty of transition. 
Ebaugh, encountered earlier as a factors theorist, also described a transition 
process identified through her research. Ebaugh concluded that role-exiters typically go 
through a four stage sequence: 1) First Doubts, 2) Seeking Alternatives, 3) the Turning 
Point, and 4) Creating the Ex Role. Stage 1 can be further broken down into a sequence 
of ftrst doubts, cueing behavior, assessing others' reactions to possible role exit, and 
interpreting events in order to ftnd help in make a decision. Stage 2 begins with seeking 
alternatives and moves through weighing pros and cons, realizing a sense of freedom, 
beginning to shift reference groups, and role rehearsal. This brings the exiter to the Stage 
3, the turning point. A decision is made, announced, and plans are finalized. 
Not included in the stage sequence is a wide-spread and significant experience 
reported by many of Ebaugh's respondents, described variously as a feeling of being lost, 
disoriented, scared, ungrounded, neither here nor there, at loose ends, anxious. Ebaugh 
called it the vacuum. and said this stage can occur at almost any point in the process, both 
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before and after the turning point. It occurred for over three-quarters of her sample (p. 
143). 
After plans for exit are made and the exit process is underway, the exiter begins 
Stage 4, creation of an ex-role that incorporates both past and future selves. There might 
be a significant period of time when the self-identification as an "ex" is equal to or 
greater than the self-identification in the new role. Over time, each person learns to move 
fully into the new role he or she has created. 
Organizational Adjustment and Work-Role Transitions: Louis (1980) and Nicholson 
(1984, 1990) 
Meryl Reis Louis is an organizational psychologist who studied the process of 
adjustment undergone by those entering a new organization. She presents a model of 
personal change against a backdrop of organizational culture; her transitioning 
individuals are entering a situation which is new to them yet not new to those around 
them. Both the organization and the individual have a stake in the adjustment going well; 
one response to poor adjustment is early exit from the organization. 
Louis reviews the literature on organizational socialization and the three basic 
phases of adjustment: anticipation, encounter, and adaptation. Anticipation is key to 
understanding organizational adjustment, according to Louis. Newcomers naturally form 
expectations prior to organizational entry (or encounter) "to replace voids in first-hand 
know ledge of the situation with best guesses for personal decision making" (1980b, p. 
336). They use these expectations as a basis for decision-making, including the decision 
91 
to enter the organization. Upon entry, actions and initial interpretations of events are 
based on this preliminary set of understandings. When discrepancies are encountered 
between expectations and experience, new interpretations must be derived and new 
behaviors adopted. The process, however, is not instantaneous and not always smooth. 
Initial discrepancies can produce a feeling of surprise which can be disconcerting. 
"Reality shock" is the phrase that Hughes (1958) used to characterize what 
newcomers often experience in entering unfamiliar organizational settings. Time 
and space become problematic at the moment of entry. At that particular time, all 
surroundings, that is, the entire organizationally-based psychical and social world, 
are changed. There is no gradual exposure and no real way to confront the situation 
a little at a time. Rather, the newcomer's senses are simultaneously inundated with 
many unfamiliar cues. It may not be clear to the newcomer just what constitutes a 
cue, let alone what the cues refer to, which cues require a response, or how to 
interpret and select responses to them. Time and space remain problematic until, as 
VanMaanen (1977a) has suggested, the newcomer is able to construct maps of 
time and space specific to the new setting (Louis, 1980a, p. 230). 
This sense of surprise comes with realization of the differences between expectations and 
reality. Discrepancies are not always solely due to surprises at the organizational or 
cultural level; the individual might also find discrepancies in his or her own self-image 
vis-a-vis the situation. "During encounter, etTors in assumptions sometimes emerge, and 
the newcomer must cope with the recognition that he or she is different from his or her 
previous perceptions of self' (1980a, p. 238) . This recognition can be at the level of 
skills, abilities and values, and it can also be a surprise at one's own internal feelings and 
reactions. '"What will happen' (the external events) may be accurately anticipated, 
whereas 'how it will feel' (the internal experience of external events) may not be . .. " 
(1980a, p. 238). 
Individual socialization must occur at both the role level and the organization level. 
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As the person learns the new job, he or she must also learn how the culture of the 
organization operates. Successful adaptation involves recognition of both change and 
contrast in each of these areas; the individual must identify both what is different and 
what it means on a personal level. Change refers to features which are objectively 
different from comparable features in the individual's previous role or environment. 
"Change is publicly noted and knowable; that is, there is recordable evidence of a 
difference" (1980a, p. 235). Contrast refers to the personal meanings the new situation 
holds for the individual. Some changes might not be personally salient while others are; 
differences might emerge for one person that would not emerge for another. Meanings 
that relate to a former role identity can be difficult to relinquish, and doing so becomes a 
part of the "letting go" process "which often seems to continue well into the socialization 
process" (1980a, p. 236). 
Coping involves making sense of these surprises, both surprises of fact and 
surprises of meaning; "what is new, different, and- particularly- what was unanticipated 
becomes integrated into the transitioner' s cognitive map" (1980b, p. 337). This sense-
making involves the interplay of four factors or sources of input: two from the person's 
internal environment and two from the external environment. Internally, past experiences 
and personality factors (efficacy, explanatory style, etc.) influence how events are 
interpreted and meaning is derived. External inputs include both interpretations of events 
offered by others and formal explanations offered by the organization or culture. Errors 
of interpretation can enter at any of these points, causing further difficulty in sense-
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Source: Louis, 1980a, Surprise and Sense Making, p. 226 
Figure 2.3 
contextual reality; that reality is often reflected to us by others. In the absence of trusted 
others, the transitioner is left alone to derive meanings and make sense of the new and 
unexpected. "Transitioners may not have developed relationships with others in the 
setting with whom they could test their perceptions and share interpretations. Without 
such relationships, an input to sense-making is unavailable to transitioners" (198Gb, p . 
338). When sense-making is successful, new meanings can be derived that are 
appropriate to the situation, producing new behaviors and valid expectations. 
Nigel Nicholson studied work role transitions as personal transitions, the outcomes 
of which could affect both personal growth and organizational development. Nicholson 
believed that when a new work role was encountered, either the person, the role, or both 
would be changed to assure better fit between the person and the environment. Nicholson 
focused on the characteristics of both the individual and the role to develop a model 
predictive of the types of changes that would be realized. He identified four basic 
predictors: role requirements, personal motivators, prior occupational socialization, and 
the socialization process into the new role. Two of these, personal motivators and prior 
socialization, are things the person brings to the new role. Role requirements and the 
socialization process are factors contributed by the environment. Nicholson sees 
workplace socialization as a dialectical process with a potential impact on both the 
organization and the individual. While prior work had been done on the process of 
organizational socialization and its effects on the person, little attention had been paid, 
said Nicholson, to the effects of the person on the organization 
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Few specific inferences have been made about how individual differences might 
mediate or control organizational socialization processes and outcomes. Moreover, 
there has been little consideration of how outcomes might be a function of job 
characteristics and demands, as distinct from role learning, which is primarily 
mediated by the social environment (1984, p. 174). 
Nicholson mentions three strands of research in organizational socialization: 1) affective 
states, coping, and stress, 2) identity changes, and 3) behavioral outcomes. However, he 
says, "the possible interdependence of these outcomes has not been sufficiently 
recognized" (1984, p. 174). 
When faced with a new situation, a person has the choice to adapt to the situation, 
to change it, or both. Whether the outcome is primarily based on person-change or role-
change depends on the type of initial misfit between person and role, and the 
characteristics of each. The two primarily determinant role characteristics are novelty and 
discretion. Novelty refers to the degree to which new skills, values, and behaviors must 
be learned by the transitioning person. Discretion refers to the degree of flexibility or 
choice inherent in the new role. Each person brings to a new role a set of expectations for 
both novelty and discretion, based partly on his or her past history and experience. To the 
extent that those expectations are accurate, a relatively satisfactory adjustment can take 
place. To the extent that they are not, adjustment might be problematic. 
The two primary personal determinants are desire for control and desire for 
feedback. "It is proposed that individual differences in prefened mode of adjustment will 
depend on how strong or salient a person's desire for control or feedback is at the time of 
the transition" (1984, p. 182). If there is a high desire for control but low discretion 
associated with the role (or vice-versa) a difficult adjustment or a permanent mismatch is 
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possible. Too much or too little novelty can also create difficulty. Anxiety will arise when 
novelty overrides current knowledge and skills or when the level of discretion is 
perceived as too high and taxes the person's abilities. Frustration will arise when the level 
of discretion is too low or when already developed skills and abilities are not put to use. 
The adjustment of a person to a new role can take one of four forms: replication, 
where the new role is learned and followed without change to either person or role; 
absorption, where the person adjusts to the role; detennination, where the role is shaped 
by the person; and exploration, where the person and the role grow and change together. 
Low discretion plus low novelty tend to produce replication; low discretion plus high 
novelty produce absorption; high discretion plus low novelty produce determination, and 
high discretion plus high novelty produce exploration. Higher discretion generally 
implies higher status, and moves toward lower discretion will often result in an effort to 
change the role. 
A person in role replication will most likely continue in that mode unless 
something changes that necessitates an adjustment. Replication can produce feelings of 
stability but also feelings of restriction. With absorption comes satisfaction due to 
learning and skill growth but also a "disconfirmation of valued self-images" (1984, p. 
177). Success in role detem1ination brings feelings of satisfaction and accomplishment, 
but failure produces feelings of failure and inadequacy. Exploration, Nicholson says, is a 
self-perpetuating state as new opportunities for innovation arise and are created. 
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role devel·opment. 
Source: N~cholson, Administrative Sciences Quarterly, June 1984, p. 175. 
Figure 2.4 
The positive experiences of the exploration mode are the pleasures of sensing one's 
growth through cycles of experimentation, feedback, and change. Negative 
counterparts are the confusion and anxiety experienced by the person who has lost 
his or her internal and external bearings, and for whom self-controlled 
experimentation has given way to an incoherent turmoil of experience and behavior 
(1984, p. 177). 
In subsequent writings Nicholson proposes a four-part model of transition that begins 
with Preparation, moves to Encounter, Adjustment, and finally to Stabilization, at which 
point the individual is ready to again begin preparation for a new transition. "Even the 
most stabilized conditions contain the possibility of future change, and therefore embody 
varying states of readiness for the onset of a new cycle" (1990 p. 87). 
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Nicholson defines the preparation stage as being focused on "expectations and 
motives" while the Encounter stage is dominated by "emotions and perceptions." 
Adjustment consists of "assimilation and accommodation." Stabilization is where the 
new "steady state is achieved" (1990, p. 88). 
Phase VII 
PREPARATION 




Figure 6.2. The transition cycle 
Source: Nicholson, 1990, p. 87. 
Figure 2.5 
The ideal orientation to novelty is a sense of one's own competence to cope, and 
enjoyment in the challenge of sense-making and exploration .... Even when 
confronting expected changes in the Preparation stage, people may feel fearful, 
unready and reluctant to change, sometimes disablingly so. One is equally ill-
equipped in the opposite condition: when change is anticipated with exaggerated 
optimism and stany-eyes idealism. In either event, the 'reality shock' (Hughes, 
1958) of Encounter may be hard to handle (Weissman and Furnham, 1987) 
(Nicholson, 1990, p. 88-89). 
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Ashforth, Kreiner, Fugate & Johnson: Micro Role Transitions (2000, 2001) 
Thus far most of the transitions examined have been transitions that result in a 
more or less permanent shift from one steady state to another. Identities are formed or re-
formed around new roles and circumstances. The implication is that return to the initial 
state is neither planned nor anticipated. Ashforth, Kreiner and Fugate (2000) and 
Ashforth, Kriener and Johnson ( 2001) write about a different type of transition, those 
they call micro-transitions, the common changes in role that we routinely make in the 
courses of our daily lives. 
Unlike macro-transitions, micro-transitions are seen as temporary. They reflect the 
movement from one social role to another as the situation requires, for example the role 
transition from parent to employee or from doctor to daughter. Each of us carries multiple 
"role identities," "socially constructed definitions of self-in-role ... consisting of core or 
central features and peripheral features" (Ashforth et al., 2000, p. 475). We assume a 
particular role identity in a particular context; those around us expect our behavior to be 
consistent with the contextual role, and we likewise expect pruticular reactions and 
behaviors from others when we are operating in this role. We "self-monitor" for cues as 
to expected behavior and for whether our actions are within expected boundaries. 
Some roles have more rigid boundaries than others ; this is in part a function of the 
role definition as externally constructed (for example, workplace rules) and in part a 
function of our own preference for, and ability to create, rigid or permeable role 
boundru·ies. According to the authors, boundaries exist along two dimensions: flexibility 
and permeability. Flexibility is the degree to which the role can or must be enacted only 
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in certain locations at certain times (e.g., in the office from 9 to 5). Some roles are non-
flexible; the role is enacted in a defined space and time and not otherwise. Other roles are 
more or less flexible and portable; they can be enacted anywhere at any time. 
Penneability is the extent to which interruptions are allowed and tolerated without 
disruption to the role identity. A parent who takes (and is allowed to take) phone calls 
from children at work, has pictures of children displayed in his or her office, and talks to 
co-workers about his or her children has a permeable workplace role boundary vis-a-vis 
family roles. That same parent might or might not bring work home, discuss work with 
his or her family, and take the family to company events. To the degree the parent/spouse 
keeps work strictly separate from home the parent (or spouse) role is relatively 
impermeable. 
The authors also identify contrast as a factor in the strength of role boundaries. In 
their definition, contrast refers to the extent to which roles share, or do not share, 
common elements. Two roles with high contrast will require very different types of 
behaviors for each; low contrast roles have significant overlap in role requirements. The 
roles of accountant and parent have high contrast; roles of home gardener and member of 
the local garden club have more overlap, thus are low-contrast. Two roles high in contrast 
in relation to each other tend to have more strictly defined boundaries between them. 
Using these scales, role combinations can be defined along a scale from highly 
integrated to highly segmented. Integrated roles are flexible, permeable and of low or 
moderate contrast in relation to each other. Segmented roles are low in flexibility and 
permeability, and have moderate to high contrast in relation to each other. Individual 
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roles have boundaries that are more or less permeable and flexible, and these factors vary 
by role and by individual. The relationship between two roles is what determines the 
nature of the micro-transition between them. 
Transitions occur when crossing role boundaries. Each transition involves exiting 
from one role and entering another. Moving between two highly segmented roles takes 
more effort than does moving between two integrated roles, and that movement can be 
more disruptive if the timing or circumstances are out of the ordinary. We seek, therefore, 
to minimize the frequency of transitions between highly segmented roles either by 
creating more flexibility and permeability in the roles or by reducing the possibility of 
interruption. On the other hand, role boundaries that are too flexible or permeable can 
create difficulties when one role is often interrupted by the other and cannot be 
adequately performed. In those instances, the challenge for the individual is to create 
more defined boundaries around the role. "Boundaries enable one to concentrate more on 
whatever domain is currently salient and less on other domains" (2000, p. 474). 
Segmented roles have frrmer boundaries and more contrast, and experience fewer but 
more difficult role transitions. Integrated roles have weaker boundaries and less contrast, 
and experience easier but more frequent role transitions. Individuals differ in preference 
for integrated or segmented roles, and will work within prescribed circumstances to 
create, to the extent possible, the preferred boundary strength. 
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The Role Transition Process for Integrated 
Roles a 
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a Compared to segmented roles, integrated roles have 
lower magnitude of change and higher role blurring. Thus, 
although integration facilitates boundary crossing. it com-
plicates boundary creation and maintenance. 
Transitions: A = transitioning within the overlap-low or 
no transition, significant blurring; B = transitioning from 
nonoverlap to nonoverlap-significant transition, low blur-
ring; C = transitioning from nonoverlap to overlap (or vice 
versa)-moderate transition. moderate blurring. 
Source: Ashforth, Kreiner & Fugate, 2000, p. 480. 
Figure 2.6 
Movement between high contrast roles involves a psychological transition process 
more like that which we have seen for macro-transitions. Time is needed to disengage 
from one role before taking on another. Commuting time, for example, is one way to 
transition between roles. Roles that are more prefened will require a longer time to exit 












FIG. !.!. The role transition process. (Note. The roles are depicted 
as highly segmented for ease of illustration. The model applies to 
any two roles that are not completely integrated.) (Reprinted from 
B. E. AShforth. G. E. Kreiner. & M. Fugate. 2CX)(), "All in a day·s work: 
Boundaries and micro role transitions," Academy of Management 
Reu/ew, in press. Copyright© 2CX)() by the Academy of Management. 
Reprinted by permission of the Academy of Management via the 
Copyright Clearance center. Inc.) 
Source: Ashforth, Kreiner & Johnson, 2001, p. 13. 
Figure 2.7 
Finding a Pattern to the Transition Experience 
Is there a common pattern of transition experience? Is there a correspondence 
between the characteristic parts of a transition ritual and the underlying psychological 
process of transition? It appears so. The chart below compares the transition reactions 
found by six of the writers discussed above. All based their descriptions either on 
research or on years of observation and interaction with transitioning people. The first 
column charts van Gennep ' s three-part model of transition ritual. The next six columns 
show how the transition patterns described by each writer can be seen to correspond to 
each other and to van Gennep's scheme. Differences are inevitable, as each writer used 
slightly different language and their observations were based on different types of 
transitions, some sudden and unexpected, some planned and gradual, and others 
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Van Gennep Tyhurst Erikson Kubler-Ross Hopson & Adams BridQes Ebaugh 
First doubts; 
Expanding needs Disengagement cueing behavior 
Impact Widening social Assessing 
Separation Present focus radius [Event] others' reactions, 
Expanding capacities interpretinq events 
Stunned, bewildered, Seeking alternatives; 
anxious, depressed, Denial Dismantling weighing pros and cons 
in turmoil 
Realization of Developmental 
implications, meaning. Crisis Anger lmmoblization Disidentification 
Anxiety 
Denial, 
Withdrawal Bargaining Minimization Disenchantment 
Sense of Sense of Reality hits; 
difference, estrangement Depression Depression, Disorientation The Vacuum 
helplessness Frustration 
Accepting reality ; 
Transition Acceptance Letting go of the past Surrender Realization of freedom 
Testing self Inner reorganization Shifting reference group, 
vis-a-vis the and realignment role rehearsal 
situation 
Turning point; 
Take Action announce decision, 
finalize decision 
Seeking Identify with the 
meaning final result 
New lnccrporating the 
Incorporation Resolution psychosocial change & its meaning Re-identify, Creating the 
structure into behavior re-engage "Ex" role 
Table 2.1 : Common pattems observed in the transition experience 
developmentaL Starting points in the chart would naturally vary depending on whether 
the transition was sudden and unexpected or planned and foreseen. Arguments could be 
made for shifting some of the boxes; for example, Ktibler-Ross ' "acceptance" could 
easily be placed in the bottom row. Ebaugh's "vacuum," which she said occurred at 
different points for different people, could have been differently placed. The point, 
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however, is that the overall pattern of perceived change, emotional reaction, confusion or 
disorientation, reorientation, and stability can be traced across all descriptions. 
Summary 
This chapter has examined the evolution of transition theory, and includes work 
done by psychologists, psychiatrists, anthropologists and sociologists. We have seen 
several common themes, some of which tie back to theoretical work presented in the 
previous chapter on emotional and cognitive responses to change and to the first chapter 
on predictability and orientation to the environment. They also tie to each other to present 
a picture of the transition process: what characterizes it, what drives it, and what can 
make it more or less difficult. These themes, in brief, are as follows. 
1) We naturally orient ourselves using one or more elements in the external 
environment including people, relationships, and situational contexts, 
establishing our assumptive world. 
2) Stability in the external elements to which we orient help to make the world 
predictable and survivable. We therefore strive to maintain stability of both the 
external environment and our place in it. 
3) We strive for continuity, including the continuity of the vision of ourselves in 
the future. This includes being recognized by others. 
4) Change can disrupt stability and continuity, and the impact of change will be 
more or less severe depending on the meaning the change has for us. 
5) When change disrupts our assumptive world and hence our orientation to the 
environment we can experience emotions such as confusion, disorientation, 
depression and anxiety. 
6) Our response to change is to attempt to restore equilibrium. 
7) Transitions can be initiated by internal growth and development, external, 
normative life events, or unexpected and unusual circumstances. 
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8) Difficulties in making a smooth transition can include trouble exiting (letting go 
of) or entering a new role or circumstance. 
9) Preparation for change can mitigate negative effects but can only go so far in 
doing so. Unexpected results or circumstances can require further adjustments. 
10) When in the process of transition, lacking our usual reference points, we look 
for additional or new sources of external supports or points of reference. 
11) Transitions can involve a dialectical process whereby both the person and the 
environment are changed. 
12) After a transition, some part of our former self or role identity is canied forward 
into the new. 
13) Change is a constant in our lives; only those changes that differ from our normal 
experience in magnitude or type will create enough disruption to trigger a 
transition. 
How do we manage the emotions that accompany a transition? How do we maintain 
continuity and stability while the world is changing around us, or while we ourselves are 
changing internally? How do we discover or decide what our next steps will be? We must 
manage the gap between what was and what is, how we think of ourselves in the world 
and how the world might think of us. In the next chapter we will examine the relationship 
between ourselves and the world around us. We will define concepts of self and identity 
and look at ways in which we maintain a continuous sense of self while growing and 
adapting to external change. It is this ability to maintain constancy yet be flexible that is 
at the heart of adaptation and successful transition. 
"When a nwn lets his attention range 
toward every wisp, he loses true direction, 
sapping his mind's force with continual change." 
- Dante Alighieri, The Purgatorio, Canto V. p. 66 
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Chapter 3 
Self and Identity 
"No human being can live for long ... without a reasonably stable but slowly 
evolving sense of inner self. The sense of inner self. .. is the highest order centrally 
integrating sense that our mind has of our overall being-in-the-world. It is this 
sense of inner self that partially orders the vast complex subsystems of our mind 
and orients us continually toward acting in the vastly complex and changing 
situations we face eve1yday . ... Without a basically secure sense of self .. we are 
continually threatened by a sense of being fonnless, meaningless, lost, 
disintegrated, confused, and shattered, and life becomes constricted, tyrannized by 
anxiety, dread, and panic. With a basically secure sense of self, one that is largely 
taken for granted in everyday life, we are free to grow, to expand joyfully in 
meaningful conquest and creation." -Jack D. Douglas, 1984, p. 69. 
"Identity is a largely unconscious organizing structure that integrates aspects of 
the self and provides continuity across the lifespan and across life experiences. 
Identity is what we want to be recognized as in addition to what we learn about 
how we are recognized. It is our trust in our meaning for and place in our world, 
our confidence in our continued relationship to that world. " 
- Ruthellen Josselson, 1989, p. 142. 
Defining Self and Identity 
The concepts of self and identity, central to the proposed model, need specific 
definition. Is self different from identity? The literature on self and identity is vast, yet 
the terms are sometimes used interchangeably and not all authors attempt a clear 
distinction. Definitions abound, and have been derived from both psychology and 
sociology. Psychologists tend to emphasize the inner experience, while sociologists 
emphasize the relationship of the individual to the group. Wherever the emphasis is 
placed, however, there is a general recognition that we experience ourselves as unique 
individuals with a certain measure of stability both internally and in relationship to 
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others. 
For the purposes of the model, the term self will be used to denote the inner core, 
the vital center, the ongoing sense of self that is perceived as continuous regardless of 
circumstance (although it is subject to growth and change). The internal self is where 
values, personality, beliefs about abilities, and feelings of personal worth are housed. The 
self is where we experience emotion. The self is internal experience, but is influenced and 
shaped by external experience. Success or failure in the external world can build belief 
about success or failure in the internal world. 
Identity, on the other hand, will denote the self-in-relation, aspects of the self 
whose meaning is derived from interactions with the external, social world. Identity is 
relation-based, and can vary from realm to realm or role to role. My internal self is who I 
feel myself to be; my identity is reflected in the way I operate in, and feel I am perceived 
by, the world of external experience. Identity implies roles and relationships, and these 
might vary as we move through different contexts. There is only one self, but there can be 
more than one identity. An identity needs a name; the internal self does not. The internal 
self does, however, need identities; the self needs interaction, connection to the external 
world, through identities recognized by others. Erikson (1966, 1968) wrote about the 
importance, for coherence and continuity of ego, of being "recognized." Baumeister 
wrote that "an important step in claiming a desired identity is having one's claim 
validated by others" (1999, p. 8). What happens, though, when we are not recognized or 
validated by our contextual world? What happens when we do not recognize ourselves or 
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our identities for what we have always felt them to be? Do we need coherence between 
our self and our identity? 
Defining the Self 
Early psychologists coming from such differing perspectives as Freud and J. M. 
Baldwin had asked about the sense of self: what it is, and how it is developed. Much of 
psychological theory concerns how an individual is connected to people or objects 
outside of the self, and the disruption to the sense of self that can be created by loss of or 
change in those external relationships. In sociology it is presumed that people define 
themselves, in large part, through interactions with their social environment. Cooley's 
idea of the looking glass self(as introduced in 1912) is that we see ourselves according to 
the way we perceive our images to be reflected back to us by others. Social Identity 
Theory holds that we define ourselves by our affiliations and roles, while Identity Theory 
says that we make meaning through our interpersonal connections and by the role we 
play in others' lives (Stets and Burke, 2000) . Change in our social context would 
naturally, then, result in change to our sense of self. 
The definition of self has in many ways been central to psychological theory. 
Developmental psychologists have debated when and how the awareness of self first 
arises in the human infant and how later adult identity is structured. All agree, though, 
that in order to perceive a relationship with another, we must first see ourselves as 
separate from the other. At what point in development that takes place and how that 
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earliest relationship is formed are key questions in psychology, having implications, it is 
thought, for how relationships are constructed throughout life. 
Emergence of Self and Identity 
Humans are a social species. Born helpless, we depend on others for our survival 
for at least the first few years of life. Notably, this care is not provided randomly to all 
infants by all adults, but is the product of a bond between a specific infant and a specific 
adult, usually the mother. The baby's ability to be appealing to a caregiver is critical to its 
survival; a mutual relationship must develop in which the caregiver is drawn to a 
particular infant, and is willing to make sacrifices to assure that infant's well-being over 
time (Hrdy) . Erikson (1966) wrote of a sort of call-and-response pattern that arises 
between mother and infant, a daily ritual that provides a feeling of mutual recognition. 
This pattern provides the infant with secure feelings that both mother and self are 
constant beings who can be counted on to persist over time and space. 
The earliest affirmation is already re-affirmation in the face of the fact that the very 
existences by which man derived a measure of security also expose him to a series 
of estrangements ... In the first stage, I submit, it is a sense of separation by 
abandonment which must be prevented by the persistent reassurance of familiarity 
and mutuality .. . . The most basic quality of human life, hope, is the inner strength 
which emerges unbroken from early familiarity and mutuality and which provides 
for man a sense (or a promise) of a personal and universal continuum (p. 339-340). 
There is evidence that the ability to respond to a social other in this caB-and-response 
mode begins within hours after birth. Meltzoff and Moore have shown that ' 'human 
newborns imitate facial acts" including tongue and lip protrusion, (Meltzoff & Prinz, p. 
23) even though they have of course never seen their own faces (Meltzoff, 2005; 
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Meltzoff & Prinz, 2002). How are they able to make the conespondence between their 
own body part and movement and the body part and movement of another? One 
hypothesis is the existence of "mirror neurons," neurons in the brain that fire upon the 
observation of a known action performed by another (Meltzoff, 2005). Millar neurons 
have been observed in monkeys (Rizzolatti & Arbib, 1998) but their existence in humans 
must be infened. If mirror neurons exist in humans (and it appears that they do) they may 
be instrumental in imitation, learning, communication, and group bonding. The 
observation of an action by another can set off a conesponding motor response in the 
observer, providing bodily experience of the other's actions and experience (Chaminade, 
Meary, Orliaguet, and Decety, 2001 ; Fadiga, Craighero, Buccino, and Rizzolatti, 2002; 
Gallese, 2001). This motor response might play a role in cultural cohesion achieved 
through group ritual, just as it might play a role in the bonding between mother and child. 
We are, apparently, wired to connect in social relationship; our bodies can feel what we 
observe happening to others. Does this blur the line between self and other? When 
responding imitatively to facial expression, does the newborn perceive a separate self? 
To assure survival, maternal bonding must take place at a very early point in the 
baby's life. Initially, of course, the mother is cognitively aware of the separateness of 
herself and her infant. The extent to which the infant is likewise aware is unclear. The 
generally accepted belief is that newborns and young infants do not differentiate 
themselves from the environment, but relate to everything from a feeling state of pleasure 
or discomfort; everything is a part of "self." Later, the infant comes to perceive that 
some things come and go and are external to the self. Gradually these external objects 
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become differentiated. The infant is able to create a mental representation of an absent 
object, and associate the object with good or bad connotations. 
There are different versions of Object Relations theory, but generally, prior to fully 
realizing the boundaries between self and other, the infant internalizes the external object 
as a part of self; as the object becomes increasingly perceived as different from self, the 
concept of having a separate self can arise (St. Clair, 2000) . Margaret Mahler describes 
the process as separation and individuation. 
We use the term separation or separateness to refer to the intrapsychic achievement 
of a sense of separateness from mother and, through that, from the world at large . 
. . . This sense of separateness gradually leads to clear intrapsychic representations 
of the self as distinguished from the representations of the object world (Jacobson, 
1964) (Mahler, 1975, p. 7-8) . 
The task to be achieved by development in the course of the normal separation-
individuation process is the establishment of both a measure of object constancy 
and a measure of self constancy, an enduring individuality as it were (Mahler, p . 
223). 
To the basic concepts of self representations and other representations, Donald Winnicott, 
a contemporary of Mahler, added the dimension of experience, the space between self 
and other. Since self and other exist in relationship, and the other is defined through 
interaction, this interaction has its own dimension and influence on the developing child. 
In 1971 , Winnicott wrote: 
Of every individual who has reached the stage of being a unit with a limiting 
membrane and an outside and an inside, it can be said that there is an inner reality 
to that individual. .. My claim is that if there is a need for this double statement, 
there is also a need for a triple one: the third part of the life of a human being, a part 
that we cannot ignore, is an intermediate area of experiencing, to which inner reality 
and external life both contribute .. .. It shall exist as a resting-place for the 
individual engaged in the perpetual human task of keeping inner and outer reality 
separate yet interrelated (Winnicott, 2005, p. 3) . 
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It is assumed here that the task of reality-acceptance is never completed, that no 
human being is free from the strain of relating inner and outer reality, and that relief 
from this strain is provided by an intermediate area of experience (Winnicott, p. 
18). 
Winnicott names this intermediate area the play space. The play space is where the child 
learns to interact with the environment and with others, defines boundaries, learns give 
and take, experiences its creativity, and where the sense of self in relation to others can 
grow. In the defmitions of self and identity used for the GMM, it might be fair to say that 
Winnicott's play space is the precursor of the space later occupied by identity. One task 
of the mother is to allow this play and to engage with the infant in the intermediate area 
of experience, helping the child sort out the self from non-self and the self-in-relation-to. 
The regular give-and-take with a consistent figure in the play-space is vital to the infant's 
development of identity. "What does the baby see when he or she looks into the mother' s 
face? I am suggesting that, ordinarily, what the baby sees is himself or herself' 
(Winnicott, p. 151). 
Winnicott's conception is similar to Erikson's 1966 description of the process of 
socialization through ritualization in infancy, or "playful formalization of routine 
procedures" (Erikson, p. 339). According to Erikson, the interplay between mother and 
infant becomes a regular, litualistic interaction. The regular pattern of interaction 
facilitates caretaking by providing predictability and rhythm; it becomes "an emotional as 
well as a practical necessity for both mother and infant" which provides a "mutuality of 
recognition" (p. 338). By partaking in this ritualization and eliciting an expected 
response, the infant learns its role in the relationship. ''The result is a sense of 
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separateness transcended, and yet also of distinctiveness confirmed" (p. 339). This 
ritualization helps the infant learn to become a member of the particular society into 
which it was born through the mechanism of "familiarization by ritualization" (p. 340). 
The process allows each child to develop "a distinct sense of identity" (p. 340) as a 
member of a social group. Separateness transcended with distinctiveness confinned 
allows the child to gain a sense of individuality without relinquishing connection. 
What we have, then, is a process by which a sense of self emerges along with a 
sense of self-in-relation. One is an inner reality, the other engages with an outer reality, or 
at least with the perception of that reality as encountered in interaction. The self is 
defined, in part, by the pattern of engagement. The emerging self orients towards the 
consistent other, finding a point of connection through which to experience the world. 
Having this point of orientation helps to anchor the self in a sea of otherwise 
overwhelming sensations and experiences. We are affirmed in having a consistent 
internal self through the consistency of response we experience from our orienting 
relationship. 
The Dual Aspects of Self 
The idea that there are these two aspects to the self can be found in early writings 
on psychology and the nature of the self. Whether described as internal and external, 
subject and object, or otherwise, there has generally been a recognition that some part of 
the awareness of self is private and internal, while another part interacts with and is 
shaped by the environment. Although we think of Freud as being primarily concerned 
. 
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with the inner workings of the mind, in his 1921 essay "Group Psychology and the 
Analysis of the Ego" he acknow I edged that man was a social being and that the sense of 
self could not be separated from social interactions. "Only rarely and under certain 
exceptional conditions is individual psychology in a position to disregard the relations of 
this individual to others" (1989, p. 627). Over two decades earlier, in 1898, James Mark 
Baldwin had identified a social component in the formation of a sense of self. According 
to Baldwin, the child gradually learns a sense of self through discovering personal 
agency; this allows him to realize his autonomy from others, and "to find in himself a 
mental nucleus, a center" (p . 77). At the same time, the child's 
sense of his own personal self is a gradual attainment, achieved step by step 
through his imitative responses to his personal environment. His thought of himself 
is an interpretation of his thought of others, and his thought of others is due to 
further accommodation of his active processes to changes in his thought of a 
possible self (p. 166). 
In other words, attainment of a sense of self is a dialectical process that necessarily 
involves others. Where the cleavages are in the nature of the self, how they are defined, 
and how many parts can be identified, are topics upon which there is no firm agreement. 
While some were grappling with the development of selfhood in infants, others were 
attempting to define the components of the self in adults. 
In 1890 William James described a dual aspect of the adult self which he called the 
Me and the I, where "Me" is the object, or the self that is known, and "I" is the subject, or 
the self that knows. James' description does not correspond, however, to the concept of 
inner and outer as relates to environmental interaction and sense of self; that dichotomy is 
found purely within his "Me." James' "Me" has in itself three aspects: material, social, 
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and spiritual. The Material Me is an ecological one (to use Bronfenbrenner's term), that 
begins with the body and encompasses ever wider concentric circles, eventually including 
everything that the person can conceive as "belonging" to them (reminding us of Lewin's 
concept of the life space) . The Social Me is the recognition we get from others, which is 
necessary for mental health. 
No more fiendish punishment could be devised ... than that one should be turned 
loose in society and remain absolutely unnoticed by all the members thereof . .. . a 
kind of rage and impotent despair would ere long well up in us, from which the 
cruelest bodily tortures would be a relief . . . (1992, p. 176-177). 
In the "hierarchy of selves," James puts the bodily self at the bottom, the spiritual self at 
the top, and "the extra-corporeal material selves and the various social selves between" 
(p. 186). 
Sociologists, too, have tried to define the nature of self. As we would expect, their 
definitions and descriptions of development focus more on external, social influences. In 
1902 Charles Horton Cooley introduced his concept of the "Looking Glass Self;" the idea 
that we develop ideas about ourselves through our perceptions of how others view us. 
Cooley wrote about how this mechanism influences the "self-feeling" in children. 
Studying the movements of others as closely as they do they soon see a connection 
between their own acts and changes in those movements; that is, they perceive their 
own influence or power over persons. The child appropriates the visible actions of 
his parent or nurse, over which he has some control. .. The young performer soon 
learns to be different things to different people ... Strong joy and grief depend upon 
the treatment this rudimentary social self receives .... Progress from this point is 
chiefly in the way of a greater definiteness, fullness, and inwardness in the 
imagination of the other's state of mind (Cooley, 1967, p. 218-219). 
The self image of the adult arises from the increasing internalization of the reactions 
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obtained from others, or from others' perceived reactions. In Cooley's thought, the outer 
world gives rise to the inner. 
George H. Mead, writing in 1934, introduced the concept of the "generalized 
other," the entity that we colloquially call "they." For each different group we affiliate 
with, we attempt to take on and abide by group standards and norms. To fail to do so 
brings us to a marginal position vis-a-vis the group. There is, however, an additional 
factor. Mead describes two components of a self, the "I" and the "me." The "I" reacts to 
the "me," as subject to object. The "me" is socially determined, and lives in the 
experience of interaction. "The 'I' is the response of the organism to the attitudes of the 
others; the 'me' is the organized set of attitudes of others which one himself assumes" (p. 
175). This "I" and "me" cannot be experienced at the same time; they are two aspects of 
the self, separate but intertwined. Together, they constitute the self, which is "essentially 
a social process going on with these two distinguishable phases" (p. 178). 
The idea that there may be multiple "generalized others" with whom we interact is 
elaborated by Urie Bronfenbrenner. Bronfenbrenner argues that the personal environment 
is composed of nested, concentric circles with the most immediate consisting of those 
with whom we have face-to-face interaction. As the area widens to include, in the outer 
circles, governmental policy and societal and cultural norms, the impacts on the 
individual are increasingly indirect but still powerful. Bronfenbrenner calls the innermost 
circle the microsystem., "a pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relations 
experienced by the developing person in a given setting with particular physical and 
material characteristics" (1979, p. 22). Human development, he says, takes place as the 
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individual interacts with an increasingly wider set of external entities. As ecological 
transitions take place, as individuals interact in increasingly wider settings, development 
occurs. The individual both impacts, and is impacted by, the experiential environment. "I 
shall argue that every ecological transition is both a consequence and an instigator of 
developmental processes . ... The transitions are a joint function of biological changes 
and altered environmental circumstances ... a process of mutual accommodation between 
the organism and its surroundings" (p. 27). 
Robert Kegan describes a developmental process that consists of experiencing the 
external world, accommodating to it, incorporating it, and yet preserving a coherent 
"self' while evolving. Kegan views this as a life-long process, one which swings between 
the poles of independence (finding identity aside from the social group) and inclusion 
(deriving identity from the social group). His description of the beginning of this process 
again references the interplay between infant and caretaker: 
No experience is more powerful perhaps than the glance, the interplay of eyes, the 
looking at someone who is looking at you .... The infant, who before regarded the 
world and everything in it as a part of herself, becomes able to differentiate herself 
from others .... Meaning depends on someone who recognizes you (Kegan, 1982, p. 
18-19). 
Kegan describes a continuing process whereby the "subject" self becomes the "object" 
self, as psychological growth and experience render the former self-in-balance 
unacceptable to the new self-in-experience. Kegan's dynamic process necessitates a 
repudiation of an old self, "an evolutionary re-cognition that what before was me is not-
me" (p. 82). Erikson, in discussing identity formation beyond infancy, describes a similar 
process, and references an inner self influenced by social experience: 
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The ego, if understood as a central and partially unconscious organizing agency, 
must at any given stage of life deal with a changing self which demands to be 
synthesized with abandoned and anticipated selves .... What could consequently be 
called the self-identity emerges from experiences in which temporarily confused 
selves are successfully reintegrated in an ensemble of roles which also secure social 
recognition. Identity formation, thus, can be said to have a self-aspect and an ego 
aspect (1968, p. 211). 
Identity Formation and Social Roles 
Erikson believed that true identity formation was not possible until adolescence. 
Before then, he said the child merely identifies with adults and significant others, and 
does not have the capacity to form a truly separate identity. Through experience with 
family and others, the child builds up a set of expectations for his or her future role. In 
adolescence, as adulthood approaches, conflicts appear among expected roles, and 
between those roles and self and other expectations. The young person must then try out 
various identities in order to reject some and select others. When this process works, "a 
community's ways of identifying the individual .. . meet[s] more or less successfully the 
individual's way of identifying himself with others" (1968, p. 160). That there is both a 
social component and an inner component to identity is clear. The individual's perception 
of other's recognition of one's self helps to ground the sense of identity. "The conscious 
feeling of having a personal identity is based on two simultaneous observations: the 
immediate perception of one's selfsameness and continuity in time; and the simultaneous 
perception of the fact that others recognize one's sameness and continuity" (1980, p. 22). 
Ego identity, for Erikson, is at the "nexus of social images and organismic forces" (1980, 
p. 23). Like Kegan, Erikson believed that the process of identity testing was continuous 
throughout childhood: "The process of identity formation emerges as an evolving 
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configuration- a configuration which is gradually established by successive ego 
synthesis and resynthesis throughout childhood" (1968, p. 163). This is reminiscent of 
Mead's idea of the internal "I" that creates the external "me" based on observations of the 
self in group interaction. "The 'I' of this moment is present in the 'me' of the next 
moment. ... It is in memory that the 'I' is constantly present in experience" (Mead, 1967, 
p. 174). Mead's, Kegan's, and Erikson's conceptions all contain the idea of continuity in 
spite of change. We retain the essence of "self' even as we leave our old selves behind. 
In all of the definitions of self examined above there is some recognition of an 
inner and an outer component, the idea that an internal feeling of selfhood co-exists with 
the experience of that self in relation to an outside world. These two components must 
continue relate to each other while one or the other is changing. 
The Need for Coherence 
John Bowlby (1980) drew on work by Tulving to speculate that the sense of self 
was derived from both "episodic" and "semantic" storage of memories. Episodic memory 
involves storage of particular events in a sequential manner, usually based on the 
individual's own experience. Semantic memory involves storage of the meaning or 
interpretation of events, usually derived from interpretations or information provided by 
others. Drawing a parallel here, we might say that episodic memory conesponds to the 
experience of the actual world, or "external" self, while semantic memory corresponds to 
personal meaning, or the "internal" self. According to Bowlby, in a healthy person these 
two "Principal Systems" provide a consistent image of self and others. When the images 
121 
are inconsistent, a distortion of self-perception or other-perception ensues. 
Kegan sees the gradual realization of separateness in infancy as part of a life-long 
task of "successively joining the world rather than incorporating it, of holding the world 
while guaranteeing its distinct integrity" (p. 18). The challenge is to maintain a 
psychological center while the meanings and sources of identity are changing. This 
process of change is fundamental to who we are, Kegan says; in development, we try to 
stay oriented to the environment while experiencing constant shifts in frame of reference. 
The difficulty in doing so can be a source of distress. 
In identifying evolutionary activity as the fundamental ground of personality I am 
suggesting that the source of our emotions is the phenomenological experience of 
evolving- of defending, sunendering, and reconstructing a center. . . . Central to 
the experiences of qualitative change or decentration (phenomenologically the loss 
of my center) are the effects of loss- anxiety and depression (p. 81-82). 
There seems to be some agreement that the loss of one's center, or lack of coherence 
between sense of self and social identity or experience, can have negative emotional 
effects. One theorist who has studied the effects of differences between self-perception 
and belief about others' perception of the self is E. Tory Higgins. His Self-Discrepancy 
Theory explores in depth the ways in which self-image can be discrepant with 
expectations, and the specific emotional responses to different types of discrepancies. 
Higgins ' model incorporates current self-image, the wished-for self of the future, and a 
standard of moral or societal obligation against which each compares. 
Self-Discrepancy Theory holds that an individual views the self from two basic 
vantage-points: his own, and a significant other's; who that other is can depend on 
context. Each vantage-point has three separate views: the actual, the ought, and the ideal, 
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yielding in total six possible views on the self. Discrepancies between these views can 
create negative emotion, the specific type depending on where the discrepancy lies. 
Higgins found that an actual/own vs. ideal/own discrepancy yields "disappointment and 
dissatisfaction;" an actual/own vs. ideal/other discrepancy results in "shame, 
embarrassment, or feeling downcast;" an actual/own vs. ought/other discrepancy leads to 
"fear and feeling threatened" and an actual/own vs. ought/own produces "guilt, self-
contempt, and uneasiness." Higgins considers the beliefs about the "ought" and "ideal" 
selves to be guides that help to direct and motivate behavior (Higgins, 1987, p. 322-323). 
Identity Maintenance and Identity Change 
Social psychologists Peter Burke and Jan Stets have written extensively on Identity 
Theory, a theory of self based on the way in which the individual perceives him or herself 
in relation to social roles; meaning is created through interaction with others. Particular 
role identities will emerge as they are salient to a given situation. The self is reflexive, 
say Stets and Burke (2000), and can think about itself as an object. This allows self-
classification by role and category, giving the individual an identity in a social context. In 
Stets' and Burke's Identity Theory, "any discrepancy between perceived self-in-situation 
meanings and identity standard meanings" results in "negative emotional arousal such as 
depression and distress" (2003, p. 139). 
Burke has applied Mandler's Interruption Theory (discussed in Chapter 1) to 
Identity Theory to propose a self-correcting identity system that operates via a feedback 
loop between itself and the external environment. The resulting Identity Control Theory 
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(ICT) presents a model of both identity maintenance and identity change. ICT describes 
the "theoretical mechanisms" that "account for both the stability and the change of 
identities over time" (2006, p. 81). 
According to Burke (2007) there are three basic types of identities: role identities 
(being a parent, a student, a musician), person identities (being a unique individual), and 
social identities (belonging to a group or a category). People hold each type of identity, 
and can simultaneously hold more than one identity within a type (being a parent, a 
student, and a musician; being a member of an organization, an ethnic group, and the 
citizen of a country) . These identities exist within a hierarchical structure which can vary 
by individual. In Identity Theory, identities are created and maintained through 
interaction with others (Burke, 1991). Different identities are active at different times, 
depending on context and which social others are present. 
The identity maintenance process (for any given identity) takes place through a 
constant comparison of external inputs to internal identity standards. Sources of inputs 
consist mostly of other people and their reactions to and behavior towards the individual, 
but can also consist of one's own behaviors. Internal identity standards are based on 
standards absorbed and solidified through experience. The identity system strives for 
equilibrium. A constant stream of inputs is compared, through a personal comparator, to 
internal standards for the role or roles that are currently activated. Familiar, stable roles 
will have a more automatic and stable comparator system; by implication, newer or more 
unfamiliar roles will have a comparator that requires more attention and monitoring. The 
primary aim of the regulatory mechanism is to maintain a coherent identity in which the 
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desired self is reflected back in the responses of others. When a discrepancy is noted, via 
the comparator, between the inputs received and the identity standard, behavior is altered. 
Altered behavior has the intended purpose of evoking new reactions from others thereby 
adjusting subsequent input to be more consistent with the identity standard. 
Stress occurs when this smoothly functioning system experiences a disruption. 
Disruptions can occur at the point of input (the person does not perceive or correctly 
interpret the reactions of others) or output (the person's behavior has an effect other than 
the one intended, or does not alter others' reactions at all). When either of these 
disruptions occurs the system is unable to rebalance, as actions do not produce the 
desired reactions from others. The identity is called into question. The extent of the 
discrepancy affects the extent of the distress as does the salience of the identity to the 
person; the more behavior has to be altered to regain consistency, the more attention and 
energy is devoted to repairing the discrepancy. Identities can be disrupted by a 
misunderstanding of the behavior required, by interference from other, conflicting 
identities held by the self, by "episodic" enactment of identity resulting in lack of regular 
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Figure 3.1 
Identity change begins when inputs are consistently or strongly in disagreement 
with the identity standard, and when altering behavior alone does not seem to have the 
desired result. This can happen in cases where two or more identities are in conflict or 
when a given identity remains repeatedly unverified (Burke, 2006). When such 
discrepancies persist, says Burke, the identity standard will slowly begin to change. This 
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movement is gradual, but eventually results in a new identity that is more congruent with 
social inputs (2006, 2007). Since we derive our meanings from our identities and our 
identities are socially derived, this constant process of maintaining a fit between 
ourselves and our social environment is critical to our mental health. A variety of 
emotional reactions result from unresolved discrepancies including depression, anxiety, 
and other forms of distress (1991). The stronger or more secure the initial identity the 
more gradual will be the change, as it is important to the stability of the self to remain 
immune to rapid fluctuations and to being influenced by every small discrepancy. 
William Swann proposed a theory of self-verification in which we seek out and 
place more value on feedback that confirms our existing self image (2003). The purpose 
of this is to preserve a stable sense of self. Since we depend on a knowledge of ourselves 
vis-a-vis the environment to plan and to act, this stability provides predictability and 
control. 
People's self-views represent the lens through which they perceive reality, lending 
meaning to all experience. Should people's self-views flounder, they will no longer 
have a secure basis for understanding and responding to the world because they 
will have been stripped of their fundamental means of knowing the world (Swann, 
2003, p. 368). 
Feedback that makes sense to us, that confirms what we already believe, helps to make 
the world make sense. It provides coherence between what we feel or believe and what 
we experience. In terms of self and identity, it results from feedback that verifies an 
identity that is congruent with the self. In a situation of transition where reliable sources 
of feedback disappear or identities are disrupted, our self-view can "flounder," causing 
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distress. Coherence is lost, and our identities may no longer be congruent with who we 
believe ourselves to be. 
An identity shift will happen more slowly and with greater effort the stronger and 
more central the identity in question. In the case of the death of a spouse, for example, the 
source of role identity verification has been removed. We might have felt strongly our 
identity as husband or wife, but we are no longer that; instead our role has changed to that 
of widow or widower. Since the identity of spouse has in the past likely been both central 
and highly activated, a great deal of attention, time, and effort will be needed in order to 
rebalance the system and reform the new identity. 
Basic Characteristics of the Self 
It is worthwhile here to review some of the basic principles and characteristics of 
the self that we encountered above. Many of these terms and concepts were common 
across several theoretical definitions. First, the self is considered to be reflexive; we can 
think about ourselves, subject to object, and we can consider past and future selves as 
well as self in the present. Second, the self wants to be recognized and acknowledged by 
others in order to confirm identity. Third, the self seeks continuity between past, present, 
and future while evolving and changing. Fourth, the self wants to belong to a social 
community and is motivated to meet the standards of others. Fifth, the self seeks a center, 
a common core that unites inner self-concept and external identity. Finally, the self is 
shaped by experience with the external world. These concepts reflect principles found in 
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the earlier discussions of change, incongruity and transition theory, and are basic to the 
tenets of the proposed transition model. 
Identities and Meaning: Ryan & Deci's Self-Determination Theory 
We know from our discussion of micro-transitions that we each hold many 
identities, both sequentially through life and simultaneously. Some of these identities are 
easily (or even gladly) shed in the natural course of events; others become so 
fundamental to our sense of who we are that to lose them rattles our core sense of self, of 
our place in the world. How, and why, do some identities become more deeply embedded 
in our sense of self than others? 
Richard Ryan and Edward Deci offer some insights into these questions in their 
book chapter "On Assimilating Identities to the Self: A Self-Determination Theory 
Perspective on Internalization and Integrity within Cultures" (2003). We all have basic 
needs for relatedness, competence, and autonomy, say Ryan and Deci, and the fulfillment 
of these needs underlies our intrinsic motivations, hence our decisions and actions. As 
developing human beings, however, we do not always have conscious awareness of our 
intrinsic motivations and basic needs, or of the means for fulfilling them. We all live 
within a particular society and rely, to a large extent, on connection with that society for 
our sense of self. It is in that society that we are offered choices of roles, and are 
rewarded or not for our success in their pursuit. Many rewards, therefore, come from the 
external world. 
According to Ryan and Deci, intrinsically motivated identities can grow out of 
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childhood interests, but only if supported by the external world. "Even activities that are 
intrinsically motivated require definite environmental affordances or supports if they are 
to be sustained over time and over life 's natural obstacles" (p. 256). In the context of 
adulthood, holding only purely intrinsically motivated identities might be impossible. 
Nearly every adult identity carries with it certain roles, responsibilities, or tasks that 
are not, in themselves, intrinsically motivated (Ryan, 1995). Instead, over the 
course of socialization, people are exposed to identities, or aspects of them, that 
may or may not be intrinsically appealing but that may have instrumental value or 
importance (Ryan & Deci, p. 256). 
Our collection of adult identities, then, reflects both intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivations. The extent to which we are externally regulated, whether by necessity or 
constitution, influences which identities we take on and how deeply we integrate them 
with our core sense of self. Ryan and Deci call this the degree of internalization of a 
given identity, and believe that the degree of internalization is in proportion to autonomy; 
identities that are not deeply internalized are highly other-controlled. At the lowest level 
of internalization, reflecting the lowest degree of autonomy, the identity never becomes a 
real part of the person's self-definition; he or she simply goes through the motions of 
enacting a particular identity until external pressures no longer exist, at which point the 
identity is easily dropped. At the next level, introjection, the "external values and 
motivators" have been accepted as valid, but "not accepted as one's own." It is the 
perceived legitimacy of the external authority that leads to feelings of self-esteem when 
external expectations are met, and to negative self-feelings when they are not. At the 
level of identification, the person has "consciously endorsed or assented to the personal 
value and importance" of the identity. The more deeply internalized an identity becomes, 
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the more it "becomes a part of one's sense of self' (p. 258). At a certain level the identity 
becomes integrated into the self. At the deepest level are intrinsic identities, built around 
the intrinsic motivations of the self. They are so basic to the self that they support, and 
are supported by a high level of autonomy, regardless of external influence. 
Our collection of identities can consist of separate, compartmentalized identities or 
highly integrated identities. To the extent that our identities are compatible with each 
other and serve our true intrinsic needs, we experience wholeness and fulfillment. "We 
have repeatedly found that the greater the internalization of one's values, practices, and 
goals- that is, those things that compose identity- the greater one's well-being" (p. 262). 
Basic Needs of the Self 
In the above section we saw that Ryan and Deci considered relatedness, 
competence, and autonomy to be basic needs of the self. Ryan and Deci believe that 
identities are adopted and maintained to the extent that they provide for these basic needs. 
Other authors have identified basic needs of the self as competence, autonomy, and self-
esteem (White, 1976) and predictability and control (Swann et al., 1992). Erikson (1966) 
believed that one of our most basic needs is to be recognized and to have a sense that the 
self is continuous. Based on these observations and what we know from preceding 
sections of this chapter, we can propose here that the basic needs of the self are 
connection, continuity, coherence, competence, control, and autonomy. Connection 
includes relatedness, belonging, and being recognized; continuity refers to the sense that 
we have a continuous self over time (past, present, and future) and in spite of change; 
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coherence refers to the feeling that the world makes sense to us, that our internal worlds 
are reflected in our experience with the external world; competence is the belief that we 
are able to undertake and satisfactorily complete desired actions; control suggests that we 
are able to predict our environment and manage it in ways that enhance our safety and 
well-being; autonomy means the freedom to make decisions and take actions independent 
of the control of others. Although some of these terms are closely related or overlapping, 
subtle distinctions make it worthwhile to consider them separately. One can be competent 
without having either autonomy or control, as for example in a work situation where no 
discretion is allowed. One can be autonomous without having control, as in a case where 
lack of control over circumstances still allows for the fi·eedom to flee a situation. 
As adults, provided we have a reasonably developed internal self, our identities are 
the sources through which these needs are satisfied. If we do not have a reasonably 
developed self, we will strive for needs satisfaction through others but we will never feel 
really satisfied. The self must exist in order to be fed. As children, we get our basic self-
needs met through our parents or other caring adults. Thomas Cottle (2003) spoke of this 
as affinnation, the loving gaze that assures a child of his or her intrinsic worth. An 
affirmed child is a child that learns a sense of unique selfhood with independent 
strengths, desires, responsibilities. An affirmed child is able to trust in his or her own 
future: "affirmation comes to be internalized as (the felt sense of) the reality of 
possibility" (p. 116). The affirmed child becomes an adult with an internal self that is not 
solely reliant on external definition. Disaffirmed children, on the other hand, grow to be 
"mere caricatures, people doing their best to model themselves (really their self) after 
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someone, something, anything" (p. 113). The developed adult self has continuity and 
structural integrity, but is able to interact with others and respond flexibly as needed. Our 
continuous self trusts itself, and grows with experience. 
Jack Douglas wrote that: "The inner self is a vastly complex, open-ended, slowly 
evolving set of intuitive senses that our mind has about our entire being-in-the-world" 
(1984, p. 95). As we gravitate towards identities that satisfy our basic self needs and 
enhance our sense of well-being, we also try to avoid those that reduce satisfaction of our 
basic needs and cause us emotional pain. The more deeply embedded in self our identities 
are and the more central they are to satisfying our key needs, the more jarring will be 
their loss. As Cottle wrote, "a wish unfulfilled leaves a person unhappy, but a need 
unfulfilled leaves the self in structural disrepair" (2003, p. 30). 
Loss 
In terms of transition, loss of a highly integrated, intrinsic identity not only leaves 
us with a gap in our core sense of self, it can also impose the necessity of adopting a new 
identity to replace the old one. That new identity might be one which we do not want, and 
find hard to accept; we are no longer a wife, we are a widow; we are no longer an 
executive, we are a retiree. Whether the new role is welcomed or not, as both Manis 
(1974) and Parkes (1971) pointed out even a positive change represents a loss of the 
known. 
We can see how the loss or alteration of a highly integrated, meaningful identity 
can have profound consequences. Since boundaries between self and identity are 
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permeable at various levels (as described by Ryan and Deci) loss of a person or 
relationship with whom we are closely connected can constitute, in part, a loss of self. 
The impact of a transition will vary according to the centrality and rootedness of the loss, 
as well as by the un/desirability, un/familiarity, and ease or difficulty of the new identity 
that waits to be adopted. Remember that as stated by Ashforth et al. (2000) and as 
implied by Adams & Hayes (1976), desired roles will be more difficult to relinquish and 
less desirable roles will take more effort to transition into. 
Freud believed that the self is defined in part through relationship with an external 
object (person), the loss of which causes grief. When there is over-identification with the 
lost object, the ego is damaged; it is as though a part of the self has been lost, and 
depression ensues (Mourning and Melancholia). Time is necessary to allow the damage 
to heal, he said in order for "reality-testing to be carried out in detail. .. when this work 
has been accomplished the ego will have succeeded in freeing its libido from the lost 
object" (p. 589). 
Erich Lindemann's article, Symptomatology and Management of Acute Grief 
(1944) is frequently referenced by writers on transition and bereavement. Lindemann 
reported the reactions of 101 people bereaved by war, accident, illness and fire. Normal 
reactions included preoccupation with the deceased, somatic distress, guilt, hostility, and 
the loss of ability to move automatically through daily routine. "The bereaved is surprised 
to find how large a part of his customary activity had some meaningful relationship in his 
contacts with the deceased and has now lost its significance" (p. 10). The course of grief 
resolution observed by Lindemann included: 
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emancipation from the bondage to the deceased, readjustment to the environment 
in which the deceased is missing, and the formation of new relationships. One of 
the big obstacles to this work seems to be the fact that many patients try to avoid 
both the intense distress connected with the grief experience and the necessary 
expression of emotion (p. 11). 
Key to the severity of a grief reaction, Lindemann observed, might be the intensity 
of the prior relationship with the deceased. Whether the involvement had been positive or 
negative, it was the centrality of the relationship that mattered. "Not infrequently, the 
person who died represented a key person in a social system; his death was followed by 
disintegration of this social system and by a profound alteration of living and social 
conditions for the bereaved" (p. 18). 
The work of letting go can be difficult ; the work of taking on a new identity can be 
difficult; during a transition we might need a resting-place, time for reorientation, 
reconstitution and re-definition of self. That transition is a time of confusion, and 
disorientation is to be expected as we find ourselves on the verge of something unknown; 
we are in liminal space. Our task, however, is to "pull ourselves together" and reconcile 
the missing piece of our self. How do we navigate liminality? What actions do we 
employ to close the gap between the reality we knew and the reality we now confront? 
That depends, in part, on how the transition occurred. Was it sudden and unexpected? 
Was it welcomed? Was it normative and socially supported by others, or an idiosyncratic 
experience shared by few? The next chapter offers a theoretical model of transition that 
addresses these questions. 
"Perhaps the most common chain of events that culminate in enduring self-concept 
change is for the community to recognize a change in the individual and adjust the 
way it treats him or her. Such comm.unity-initiated changes are usually precipitated 
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by some fairly dramatic change in the individual's age, status, social role, or some 
combination of these factors. For example, when children become adolescents, 
when singles get married, or when graduate students become faculty members, they 
find that people suddenly begin to treat them. differently. This causes them to 
modify their self-conceptions and identity negotiation activities accordingly. 
Alternatively, people themselves may sometimes initiate a change in their self-
views." -William Swann, 1987, p. 1044. 
"We were still standing by the sea's new day, 
like travelers pondering the road ahead 
who send their souls on while their bones delay." 
-Dante Alighieri, The Purgatorio, Canto II, p. 41. 
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Chapter 4 
The Gap Management Model 
"Among the most serious kinds of transitions are losses of roles. When such losses 
occur, and alternative roles are not available to allow people a sense of worthwhile 
self, such events can have the most serious consequences. A whole structure of 
practiced interaction can become obsolete, while new roles have not been 
constructed, or perhaps even conceived. In this interregnum not only do symptoms 
of depression occur, in addition to already tumultuous emotions, but at these 
moments we can have a sudden sense of how fragile is the floor of reality upon 
which at other times our sense of self is supported without concern." 
-Keith Oatley, 1990, p. 80. 
Q: "Is acceptance of the plan B, whatever it is in a particular situation, one of the keys to 
getting up again after that tumble?" 
A: "I think that it is. You can go through the motions, and we all do the day after 
something terrible happens. We do get up and we do whatever it is we need to do. If you 
have cancer and you need to work, you get up and go to work. But that doesn't mean you 
have really come to accept this new reality. You start to be more productive, you don't 
live with eternal discontent, the day you say 'now my life is different, and these are the 
new parameters of my life. '" 
- Elizabeth Edwards to Keith Olbermann 
MSNBC transcript of video played December 7, 2010 of previously televised interview 
"Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the 
things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference. " - Serenity Prayer 
The Gap Management Model of Transition 
Figure 4.1 
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Psychological transition is about identity, about what we believe about who we are 
and our relationship to the world. When we transition, regardless of the nature or source 
of the transition, by definition we move from one way of being to another. Within a 
stable, known identity our sense of who we are in the world is verified by the feedback 
we get from others, and we have reasonable expectations that the near future will 
continue to provide the same feedback. We are linked to others, and we rely on those 
links. In her introduction to The Existential Self In Society, Andrea Fontana wrote that: 
"identity is the perception of self by others, the ways it is defined, controlled, supported, 
and challenged in the social world .... There is wide variation in the degree to which self 
and identity 'fit' or complement each other ... " (p. 11). 
The Gap Management Model (GMM) seeks to explore this lack of fit during times 
of transition and the actions that the self takes to close that gap. Transitioning from one 
stable state to another implies that there is instability during the transit; some links may 
be broken, some sources of identity verification lost. One or more identities that helped 
meet our needs for connection, continuity, coherence, competence, control and autonomy 
have been disrupted. A gap is created between an internal reality and an external reality 
that no longer mesh because one or the other has changed. The Gap Management Model 
explores the nature of the gap, how it is created, and the actions we take to manage or 
close it. The gap can be experienced as uncomfortable; the self and its place in the world 
are in the process of change, and the outcome is still unknown. One or more of the basic 
needs of the self might no longer be met. The magnitude of the change, the degree of 
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impact on basic needs, determines the size of the gap; the greater the change, the greater 
the discrepancy between the expected reality and the encountered reality. The size of the 
gap can be different for different people in the same situation. Sometimes all we can be 
certain of is that things are changing. This feeling of being uncertain and in flux is what 
Turner (1969) called liminality. 
Elements of the Gap 
Previous authors on transition have noted the many factors that can affect the ease 
or difficulty of a transition for an individual. As John Arnold noted (1990) "Writers on 
transitions have made numerous attempts to classify them and to identify their key 
features (e.g. Reese and Smyer, 1983). The result has been a profusion of potential 
factors to consider. . . " (p. 208). The various factors listed by Glaser and Strauss, Ebaugh, 
Hopson and Adams, and Schlossberg (see Chapter 2 for a review) are circumstances that 
contribute to the experience of a gap, circumstances that impact one's sense of 
competence, connection, coherence, continuity, control, or autonomy. 
In the Gap Management Model the gap is created when assumptions about who we 
are in the world are disrupted and congruence no longer exists between our internal 
experience of self and our external roles and relationships. Our assumptions include our 
role in the environment and the composition and nature of the group of people with 
whom we interact. Our assumptions include the predictability of our environment and our 
level of ability to control or affect that environment. Our assumptions include aspects of 
ourselves and our identities that we have come to rely on for continuity. The various 
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factors identified as impacting are each aspects of those assumptions. They challenge our 
feelings of personal control, or environmental predictability, or social relationship. By 
disrupting fulfillment of one or more of our basic needs, they create the gap. The size of 
the gap is dependent on the magnitude of discrepancies in our assumptions and in our 
perceived level of control over the situation. The duration of the gap is dependent on our 
ability to make appropriate changes to the environment or to ourselves in order to once 
again attain congruence between our internal and external experiences. 
Self and Identity in the GMM 
Our core sense of self has been built up in us since infancy, based in large part on 
our interactions with the world. As we mature, we create a wide variety of relationships, 
roles and identities, some more meaningful to us than others. Loss of, or a shift in 
meaning of, a role or relationship causes us to lose, for a time, our sense of balance in 
relation to the world. There is a gap between our known self and the external roles and 
relationships that verify that self. Transition is the process of regaining that balance and 
closing the gap. In the Gap Management Model this time of rebalancing is a time of 
uncertainty and shifting relationships between self and identity. It is a time of liminality, 
characterized by a gap between the known self and a known, externally verified, identity. 
A change has occurred that has disrupted the balance. Revisiting Leach's transition 










Figure 4.2: From Leach, 1976, p. 78 
In Normal I, we are in a stable state in which self and identity are congruent; 
feedback from the external world confirms our identity, and we feel recognized. In the 
Marginal or Transitional state, something has occurred that disrupts the feedback; it no 
longer matches our internal identity standard. In order to aiTive at a new stable state, 
Normal 2, we need to adjust either our view of self or the flow of feedback we receive 
from the external world. 
In graphical representations of the GMM, the lower half of each circle represents 
the internal sense of self; the upper half represents the external identity that is seen by and 
verified by others. (It is important to note that, although delineated by a hard boundary 
for purposes of illustration, self and identity have permeable boundaries in relation to 
each other, with some identities more significant to the self than others. Self and identity 
are not completely separate (in a healthy and happy individual) but are two parts of one 
whole.) Using this convention, we can map the basic illustration of the Gap Management 
Model onto Leach's diagram (Figure 4.3). If we visualize the gap between the two halves 
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of the circle as stretching across Leach's marginal area, we can begin to visualize the 
actual identity movement that takes place; the model becomes dynamic. 
1 
Figure 4.3: The GMM and Leach's model 
We can now get a visual sense of how the three parts of a transition ritual, as 
described by van Gennep, correspond to the psychological dynamics of transition. As van 
Gennep described, in a transition ritual the individual separates or is separated from a 
socially recognized status or identity, takes on a temporary status for a period of time, 
and is then reincorporated into the society, sometimes with a new status or identity. (In 
addition to rituals which represented permanent change, van Gennep described rituals in 
which individuals temporarily entered a special status for a particular purpose; once the 
purpose had ended, the individual was reincorporated back into the original status.) 
Van Gennep was, of course, describing socially managed transitions that were 
supported by ritual; publicly designated changes in status such as weddings or installation 
ceremonies are common contemporary examples. When a new social position is assigned 
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by the community, the transition is managed in order to assure that all parties, including 
the transitioner, recognize the new status or identity. In these cases the external identity 
change presumably precedes and leads an internal change to sense of self. By announcing 
and acknowledging the changed status to a wide or relevant audience the change is 
effected; witnesses will, going forward, treat the individual as legitimate in the new 
category or role. The hope is that the new external identity will eventually become 
internalized. When that happens, gap closure has occurred. 
Some rituals are designed to force or hasten internal change to correspond to the 
external. In a rite of initiation, for example, the initiand is isolated or put through trials 
which break down his or her former sense of identity and place in the social structure. 
Uncertainty is created and the marginal or liminal state is brought about through 
hardship, isolation, pain, fear, or other means. Exit from the liminal state and into a new, 
socially accepted status is achieved only on approval of the controlling authority. To the 
extent that the initiatory trials remove most or all of the individual's external identities, 
the internal sense of self can also be affected. Some initiation rituals are said to wipe 
away a former identity and lead to a form of rebirth into a new identity (Eliade, 1964; 
Lincoln, 1981; Turner, 1969; Van Gennep). 
Not all transitions in modern life are ritually created or supported; most probably 
are not. Nevertheless, transitions occur. They can be accidental or deliberate, socially 
normed (high school graduation) or idiosyncratic (the decision to leave an unsatisfactory 
job and join the Peace Corps.). In each case they create a disruption to everyday 
functioning which must be addressed. In transition there is a new gap between how we 
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experience our self and the way we operate in the outside world. That gap can result in 
uncertainty, fear, or distress, but it can also provide room for personal growth and an 
opening to new possibilities. As we seek a "new normal" we incorporate our past and 
present experience as well as our hopes for the future. The remainder of this chapter will 
demonstrate how the Gap Management Model can be applied to a wide variety of 
transitions, whether those transitions are expected or unexpected, seen as positive or 
negative, chosen or forced, and whether they result from external changes in roles and 
relationships or from internal development, growth, and learning. 
Anticipated, external change 
Transition rituals as described by van Gennep apply mainly to changes that are 
anticipated and externally driven, meaning that the externally conferred role or status 
change leads to a change in the sense of self. Most people undergoing initiation, 
marriage, installment to office, etc., are aware ahead of time that the status change will 
take place and that a ceremony will officially mark the event. Many other anticipated 
external role or status changes are not explicitly marked by ritual; a baby is born, a child 
begins a new school year, a young person becomes a licensed driver, one begins a new 
job. Life has changed, and we might seek to mark the beginning or the end of a particular 
phase. We might mark the event with a dinner, a bottle of champagne, a new wardrobe, 
flowers, or a card of congratulations. The marker helps to acknowledge and commit to 
the reality of the change; it says that the person is recognized by others or by him or 
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herself as having entered a new status; as mother, as fourth-grader, as driver, as 
accomplished professional. 
Sometimes the process of internal change, adjusting our self concept to match our 
new status, begins even before the external change takes effect. We anticipate how we 
will feel, we mentally rehearse a new role, we begin to think of ourselves differently. We 
might even take actions or make decisions in anticipation of our expected future 
circumstance. The process of internal adjustment can happen slowly and incrementally; a 
portion of the old identity is retained for a while until the new one is tried on and then 
fully adopted. Incremental adjustments, especially during difficult transitions, are 
facilitated by creating interim targets so that the new reality can be accepted gradually; a 
bit of change is incorporated into the self-concept, then a bit more can be faced. Similar 
to the micro-developmental process described by Grannott, Fischer & Parziale (2002), we 
create a series of incremental targets, or shells, which together create a bridge to the 
anticipated future. We create a vision of the expected future and we begin to adjust our 
internal feelings, our sense of self, to match the new circumstance. We anticipate, we 
envision. In this way the unknown becomes more familiar. We can be more comfortable 
with changing circumstances if we are able to incorporate the anticipated reality into our 
current life space (to use Lewin's term) or assumptive world. Bandura (1982) suggested 
that proximal sub-goals "provide immediate incentives and guides for action" and "serve 
as important vehicles for self-percepts of efficacy" (p. 134). Unless there is resistance to 
or denial of the change, given a clearly visualized, anticipated, and accepted target, the 
internal change can begin before the external change has actually occurred (Figure 4.4). 
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Normal1 
Anticipated Normal 2 
Figure 4.4: Anticipating extemal change 
If all goes well, our sense of self is either ready for the change when it occurs or catches 
up quickly thereafter. The gap has been managed in increments. If we have anticipated 
well and prepared well, we arrive at a new normal without much difficulty. Any 
difficulties that were unavoidable might have at least been distributed over time so as to 
be more easily managed. (In 1944 Erich Lindemann identified and named the 
phenomenon of "anticipatory grief' (The Symptomatology and Management of Acute 
Grief, p. 20) in which a person who expects that a loss or a death will occur rehearses the 
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Figure 4.5: Successful transition to external change 
A successfully managed transition restores congruity between the self and the 
identity. New ways have been found to replace the inputs to basic needs that were lost or 
disrupted by the change, new sources of connection, competence and coherence 
identified. Continuity of the self over time has been assured, control has been re-
established, and we have safeguarded our autonomy. 
In an anticipated transition, we can make these adjustments gradually so as to 
prevent too large a gap from forming. Sometimes, however, all does not smoothly. What 
if what we anticipate does not occur? What if our beliefs about the outcome prove false? 
When that happens we are thrown by the unexpected, and faced with an adjustment for 
which we are not fully prepared. We have adjusted in advance in anticipation of one set 
of circumstances and we have experienced another (Figure 4.6). 
147 
Normal1 
Figure 4.6: When things don't go as anticipated 
The result can be disturbing. The difference between expectation and reality is a 
surprise, and rather than settling into a new normal we are still in an unsettled liminality. 
Our internal self is not prepared for the new external circumstance. Our sense of control 
has been challenged; we had thought we were prepared. The frrst task is to understand 
what aspect of external reality is not as we had anticipated; the second is to address the 
situation and take appropriate action to close the gap. But what kind of action is 
appropriate? Has something gone awry externally that can be fixed? Can we alter the 
circumstance to create a better match with our internal selves and our expectations? Or do 
we need to change our mind-set, accept external circumstance for what it is, and make 
further adjustments? Correctly assessing and addressing the situation calls on our 
willingness to tolerate uncertainty for a bit longer. 
Sometimes one might not prepare, even for an expected change. The change might 
be unwelcome or seem overwhelming, and the individual's response might be to ignore it 
for as long as possible. When the change does occur, the gap is created and now must be 
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acknowledged and managed. The situation is then much like that of an unanticipated 
external change. The internal sense of self is forced to adjust to a new external reality 
after the change has taken place. 
Unanticipated, external change 
Changes in life circumstance often happen abruptly and without warning. Losing a 
job, the sudden death of a loved one, an illness or accident that changes life plans, or even 
winning a lottery jackpot all force a sudden adjustment in how a person experiences him 
or herself in the world. If the new external circumstance is unalterable, the appropriate, 
functional response is to accept the new circumstance and adjust one's view of self 




Figure 4. 7: Successful adjustment to unanticipated external change. 
If, however, the individual is unable to process the change or tries to deny its reality, and 
retains the former view of self in relation to the external world, the gap remains and 
psychological distress can result (Figure 4.8). 
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Figure 4.8: Non-adjustment to external change 
If the external change is reversible or can be adjusted, then appropriate actions must be 
taken to restore gap closure. It should be remembered, however, that seldom can we 
return a situation precisely to its earlier form. 
Expected change that does not occur 
Nancy Schlossberg (1995) identified a type of transition she called a non-event. A 
non-event occurs when a person realizes that a long-anticipated event will not happen. 
Plans for the future are suddenly voided, and to the extent that the individual's self-image 
was tied to those plans, the current sense of self must be adjusted. A student who had 
always planned to be a doctor realizes that he or she will never get accepted to medical 
school; a woman who has always wanted children realizes that she will never bear any; 
an athlete who had always dreamt of being in the Olympics is not chosen. 
Adjustments to non-events can be difficult. The assumptions upon which the 
individual built his or her identity have been shaken. The clear external identity target 
that had long existed is gone, and the sense of self must be adjusted at the same time that 
a new identity target must be selected and built. The more central the expected identity 
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was to the core self, the more basic needs it fulfilled, the more difficult will be the 
adjustment. The individual can feel suddenly adrift. Ifl won't be X, who will I be? "We 
organize our purposes as much about hopes for the future as about our present life, 
sometimes identifying with what we will become more meaningfully than with what we 
are" (Marris, 1974, p.108). 
Normal1: After the non-event 
Expected Self 
Figure 4.9: Non-adjustment to a non-event 
Internal change through growth or learning 
Our sense of self is tied to the world through our identities. We build relationships, 
take on roles and responsibilities, and find people, places and things that reflect and 
center our inner reality. When our inner experience of self changes, those connections 
can be put in jeopardy. We might find them threatened as a result of the change, or we 
might find that they no longer give us the comfort, stability, and validation that they once 
did. We might feel that one or more of our identities no longer reflects who we have 
become. 
Sometimes, we find that our cognitive self has grown beyond the current situation. 
In addition to the basic Self-needs of continuity, connection, coherence, competence, 
control and autonomy, we need challenge: stimulation that keeps us interested in our 
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environment, goals towards which we can strive. Without goals we find ourselves 
without forward motion, without growth. Internal growth that is not met by stimulation or 
challenge results in boredom. Goals are the way that challenge helps us to project our 
idea of a continuous self into the future. We imagine, we create, we strive. We look for 
feedback and an environment that will support our projected self and its goals. 
The way we relate .to the external world changes as we grow and mature. We 
expect to be treated differently when our feelings of competence or independence change, 
or when the beliefs we hold about our self changes (Figure 4.10). A young teen resents 
being treated as a child; a young adult now wants to be recognized as holding real 
responsibility. Following a divorce, a person's self-image might undergo several changes; 
her or she will likely want or expect to be treated in ways that are congruent with that 
shifting sense of self. Consistent with Burke's Identity Theory (1991, 2006), managing 
the gap means communicating with external others and behaving in ways that elicit the 
desired response and confirm the new internal feeling of self. While the gap remains 
misunderstandings will inevitably occur, since others have reasonable expectations for 
interac.tions based upon past experience with the selfs former reality and behavior. The 
individual's new reactions and behaviors might seem odd, and failure to communicate 
what has changed and how will result in frustration for the all parties. 
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Experienced Interactions 
Normal1 Desired Normal 2 
Figure 4.10: The Gap and intemal change 
Traumatic change and the GMM 
Trauma is not simply a change to the environment or to the Self: trauma changes 
the way both the self and the external world are experienced. Trauma has been described 
as "a sudden extreme discontinuity in a person's experience" (Spiegel & Cardefia, 1990, 
p. 23) and as "a psychologically seismic event [that] can severely shake, threaten, or 
reduce to rubble many of the schematic structures that have guided understanding, 
decision-making, and meaningfulness" (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004, p. 5). In non-
traumatic change, an individual is generally able to experience continuity in non-affected 
external identities and maintain a relatively stable self. With non-traumatic change the 
individual gradually manages to incorporate changes into a more-or-less coherent self 
and identity. Other aspects of life provide stability while a change is taking place; the 
basic needs of the self are more-or-less satisfied. Major change, or change that affects a 
central aspect of identity, is more difficult and might require additional time and effort in 
gap management, but the basic mechanisms are the same and stability of the self is 
maintained. 
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Traumatic change, however, presents problems in that the change cannot easily be 
incorporated or managed in the context of a continuous and stable self. Trauma is a 
product of the external environment yet its effect is not at the external level of identity, 
our normal self-environment interface; it rips through identity and goes directly to the 
self. In bypassing identity it creates unmanaged and unmanageable inputs. Because of 
this direct impact on the self, unwanted elements of the event have been integrated at a 
deep level. In trauma, autonomy, the most basic survival need, has been denied; this loss 
is potentially catastrophic to the self. Coherence and control are likewise disrupted; the 
world no longer makes sense to us and we can't do anything about it. Our competence 
feels irrelevant, as without autonomy and control it is useless and our immediate survival 
needs replace our former goals. Chronic denial of autonomy, coherence and control 
produce chronic trauma; the development or experience of the self is distorted. Acute 
trauma, the result of a specific event, creates the unassimilated self with attendant 
memories and emotions. Continuity of the self is disrupted. There is no acceptable 
identity that can be created to express this aspect of the self. 
We have defmed transition as the psychological process whereby the internal and 
external elements of self are rebalanced in relation to each other after a change. How does 
transition relate to trauma? Is there transition when a profoundly changed self 
experiences loss of continuity, coherence, control, and autonomy can find no appropriate 
or desired external identities to move toward that will accept the event? 
One characteristic of trauma is the continued re-experiencing of the traumatic event 
as if it were happening in the present. The persistence of this effect is a symptom of post-
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traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). There is an inability to recover fi·om the event and 
recognize it as being in the past; it is reacted to emotionally as if it were occurring in the 
present. In PTSD, the traumatic event, and reactions to it, become isolated from the 
individual's daily life (and identities) and exist in a shadow form, ready to reappear when 
memories are triggered. "PTSD has a focus on past rather than future threats. The trauma 
of a past threat is relived again and again during involuntary recollections, flashbacks, 
and nightmares ... PTSD is a disorder of memory" (McNally, 1993, p. 75). In a trauma 
reaction to the traumatic event is not integrated linearly in time; it is not placed in the 
past, but experienced emotionally and viscerally as if still in the present. Transition is not 
yet occmTing, and forward movement has not yet begun. 
McFarlane (1990) suggests that in part PTSD might result from a mistaken effort 
on the part of the individual to control or take responsibility for external events (note that 
control is a basic need of the Self), and that "extreme stresses in adulthood could in their 
own right be ... destabilizing to an individual's psychological functioning" (p. 4). In terms 
of the GMM, McFarlane's concept would mean that the boundary between external 
events and internal sense of self is broken, as is the selfs feeling of control and safety. 
Normally, the intact can assimilate or accommodate to changes in the environment. In 
trauma, however, McFarlane suggests otherwise and cites Horowitz: "Horowitz (1986) 
proposed that in PTSD there is a blocking of the cognitive and affective process that 
involves the integration of the representations of the trauma with the individual's 
preexisting schemata" (p. 15). Spiegel & Cardeiia write that dissociation resulting from 
trauma keeps awareness of the event "isolated fi-om ordinary cognition" and 
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"unintegrated and unprocessed within more ordinary contextual and reflective modes of 
conscious awareness" ( 1990, p. 25). The shattered part of the self is left behind, tied to 






Figure 4.11: Effect of unassimilated traumatic change 
Integration of external circumstances to internal functioning should allow for stability 
and future growth. As long as trauma is managed outside of the normal psychological 
balance of self and identity, growth of the self is thwarted. 
Research has indicated that many individuals who have recovered from trauma 
experienced positive personal growth. Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996, 2004) reported 
positive changes in the self-view and in relationships with others among those who had 
recovered from a trauma. "Posttraumatic growth is the experience of positive change that 
occurs as a result of the struggle with highly challenging life crises" (Tedeschi & 
Calhoun, 2004, p. 1). Recovery from trauma involves being able to integrate the 
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experience with an acceptable vision new of the self and not allowing the event to define 
the self. The self is not seen as an agent of the event. Feelings of control, coherence, and 
autonomy must be restored. Memories of the event must remain as simply memories. 
"Recovered trauma victims can recollect the event without engaging programs for 
emotional expression. Accordingly, they can rem.ember the trauma without reliving it 
(Pitman et al., 1987)" (McNally, 1993, p. 76). Recovery from trauma integrates the event 
into the individual's personal history, allowing once again for a continuous self. The 
event is accepted as part of the past that has shaped the present, but is no longer part of 
the present. 
Normal 1 Event in Perspective 
Re-discovered Core Self Normal2 
Figure 4.12: Recovery from traumatic change 
Microtransitions and the GMM 
Microtransitions involve the back-and-forth temporary role transitions of everyday 
life. Unlike with macro transitions, the core self is not really affected by rnicrotransitions. 
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Micro transitions are expected and recurring; they arise from and become part of the 
normal life space within which we operate. As long as microtransitions consistently move 
the individual to and from stable role enactments, no reason for adjustment of the core 
self exists. We manage micro role transitions, as described by Ashforth et al. (see Chapter 
3), in a way that protects our personal preference for role permeability and stability. To 
the extent that we can maintain the desired level of control over our microtransitions, our 
assumptions about our core self remain intact (Figure 4.13) . 
Normal 
Figure 4.13: Nomwl microtransitions 
If, however, a role is incompatible with our core self or disrupts the satisfaction of our 
basic needs, repeated entry into the role will be difficult. To the extent that our core self 
does not rely on that role for satisfaction, enactment of that role will not add to our 
intrinsic satisfaction and will be neutral or detrimental to our sense of coherence. 
Transition and the Stability of the Core Self 
Thus far, with the exception of the discussion of micro transitions, we have depicted 
the two halves of the self/identity circle as being solid, monolithic entities. This is, of 
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course, overly simplistic and used for purposes of illustration only. Each person has 
multiple external identities as befits multiple roles and circumstances, any of which might 
be in flux while others are stable. A change in a role enactment might be prompted by a 
change in the circumstances of the role or by feedback from relevant others; a simple 
change in role enactment, however, does not necessarily create change to the core self. If 
a pmticular role becomes incongruent with the self, it may be possible for the role to be 
discarded or changed. Feedback from the external world might prompt a change in 
behavior or identity relative to a role. Role identity feedback can lead to changes in the 
self over time as the core self adapts to and becomes congruent with credible external 
demands. Identities are assimilated into the self at different levels, as Ryan and Deci have 
described. The salience of a role (or relationship), the importance of it as a source of 
satisfaction for the basic needs, will affect the extent to which its loss or alteration is 
likely to impact the core Self. 
To the extent that the core self is secure, external pressures will have less influence. 
To the extent that the self relies on external input for validation and direction, the self is 
more vulnerable to disruption as change is experienced in roles and relationships and 
feedback is received. Loss of external roles without a separate internal basis of stability 
can be disorienting if the source of fulfillment of the basic needs is external and linked to 
a pmticular identity. A person' s "life space" (Lewin) is made up of the person and the 
relevant environment. How far that relevant environment extends (in both inward and 
outward directions), what it includes, and how deeply it shapes a particular identity varies 
by individual. 
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Switching between roles in micro-transitions can be as easy as changing hats, and 
some role identities can be easily discarded with little disruption. Some identities, 
however, are more integrated with the self than others, and loss of or change to those 
identities can cause real difficulty. When a role is lost, suspended, or altered, we must 
replace it somehow or re-order our world to accommodate the change. We must make 
plans and take actions that may be unfamiliar or difficult. We might encounter obstacles 
along the way. We might not be able to clearly envision what we would like the result to 
be, or how to bring it about. In this uncertainty, we are in a liminal space. What actions 
do we take? What plans do we make? How do we manage? 
Managing the Gap 
The Gap Management Model illustrates the process by which people strive to 
regain congruence after experiencing (or in anticipation of) a disruptive change to either 
the internal self or to one or more external identity. The first step in gap management is 
determining where the discrepancy lies. What is really the cause of the distress? The 
second step is determining what the appropriate actions are. What is within our power to 
change? Should we focus on altering the external reality, or altering our own 
assumptions, plans and goals to accommodate to a new reality? Depending on the 
circumstance, either response could be the correct one. Afunctional response is a 
response that correctly identifies whether it is the internal or the external that should be 
changed. A successful response is not only functional but has been implemented and has 
succeeded. A dysfunctional response that attempts to change what cannot be changed 
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might appear to succeed temporarily, but only with difficulty; the emotional cost might 
be high. 
A successful response closes or reduces the gap either by altering external 
circumstances to meet a new internal reality, or by altering the internal self, along with 
expectations, in accordance with a new external reality. A successful response results in 
sustainable, reality-based coherence between the internal sense of self and external roles 
and relationships, and readies the individual for further growth and new experience. A 
dysfunctional response can lead to frustration as futile attempts are made to change an 
unchangeable external or internal condition. The aim of gap management should be to 
achieve a successful closure of the gap with a conesponding reduction of distress. 
In the Gap: a call to action 
Introduction of a new element to a system in balance can present either a threat or 
an opportunity. Sometimes the new element will be incorporated into the system with 
little or no change to the status quo; this is what Piaget described as assimilation. Other 
times, however, the system will change in some way to accommodate the new element; 
permanent change to the system is a result. Transition is change through accommodation. 
Whether the new element is introduced from the outside or arises from within the 
individual, the process of rebalancing must take place; in the meantime the system is out 
of balance in some way. When we are talking about an imbalance between an internal 
sense of self and validation of an external identity, we are talking about the gap. 
By definition the gap is an experience of incongruence. Our self perceptions are not 
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confirmed by our outer experience in at least one relevant area of life. Put differently, our 
perceptions of the way the external world views us does not matched our internal self-
beliefs. Uncertainty has been created. Our ability to predict the effect of our own actions 
or the actions of others has decreased. Our sense of safety and security is compromised. 
In extreme cases, our sense of self can be compromised. 
The literature on the perceived differences between our own view of self and 
others' views is significant to the study of transition. Higgins (1987) developed Self-
discrepancy Theory. Burke (1991) has given us Identity Control Theory. Both Higgins 
and Burke propose a comparison process which serves to shape behavior in light of 
assessments by self and others. In both cases, mismatches between self and other's 
assessments cause distress or negative emotion. Others have examined intra-personal 
discrepancies and self-beliefs. Festinger discussed discrepancies in personal beliefs with 
his theory of cognitive dissonance. Mandler (1990) gave us Intenuption Theory, positing 
that intenuption to a planned action causes emotion. Coping theories address how people 
deal with disruptions. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) introduced the concepts of emotion-
focused coping and problem-focused coping. Bandura and Seligman each wrote about 
how our self-beliefs influence our decisions regarding the kinds of actions we take when 
faced with a problem or a challenge. More recent literature on motivation further explores 
the self-beliefs and internal dynamics that shape our action patterns when presented with 
a task. 
In the Gap Management Model the problem, we face is the Gap, the discrepancy 
between our internal self and our external identities, our roles and relationships in the 
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external world. The task we face is to close the gap. What do we know about the 
emotions that occur within the gap? What do we know about motivation that can help us 
understand our efforts to close the gap, and whether the route we take will be successful 
or unsuccessful? 
From the time we first encounter the gap to the time we have reached a new stable 
state (or a conscious decision to live with the gap and sacrifice congruence for a greater 
goal) we continually make decisions as to how to proceed. Do we accept the change and 
move forward, or deny the change and try to regain what has been lost? Do we try to 
create a third option, a creative compromise with the external environment that we can 
accept? Do we pursue our vision of the future in spite of obstacles? In their book chapter 
"Engagement, Disengagement, Coping and Catastrophe" Carver and Scheier (2005) 
address the question of how we create action strategies, and when and why we decide to 
terminate a strategy. 
Goal Pursuit 
On the one side .. .is a continuing engagement in the struggle to attain something 
desired, even when that attainment appears unlikely. It is easy to see this side as 
representing the exercise of motivation, a struggle for mastery in the short run, and 
for ever-greater competence in the long run. On the other side of the divide is 
giving up, ceasing the struggle, and releasing one's commitment to reaching the 
desired end .. .. A key decision in life, which is made over and over in a wide 
variety of contexts, is when to hang on and when to let go (Carver & Scheier, 2005, 
p. 527). 
Our struggle for achievement (or problem-solving) reflects a goal. We generally, 
according to Carver and Scheier, have an idea as to our expected or acceptable progress 
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toward our goal. To the extent we make more rapid progress than expected, our emotions 
are positive. To the extent we make less progress than expected, our emotions are 
negative. Emotion serves to regulate our behavior and the amount of effort we expend in 
attempting to reach a goal. Positive feelings reward and encourage action. Negative 
feelings can thwart action, but only after they have reached a threshold which exceeds the 
initial excitement that stimulated the approach efforts. Elliot and Dweck (2005) observed 
that while we each have a natural drive for competence, we might come to learn that 
avoiding incompetence is, in some cases, a stronger motivator. Avoidance can have a 
downside, however. While attempts to avoid incompetence "may serve a self-protective 
function ... they may often do a poor job of providing the individual with the positive 
competence outcomes and experience required for continued growth and development" 
(p. 6). 
As we attempt to manage the gap, we might employ pursuit strategies, avoidance 
strategies, or perhaps a combination of both, sequentially. We might begin with an active 
approach strategy that doesn't work, and consequently switch to a new strategy. We 
might encounter obstacles in reaching our goal, yet persist until either success or failure 
is clearly achieved. The diagram below, created based on Carver and Scheier plus Elliot 
and Dweck, illustrates the motivating and inhibiting effects of various emotions, and 
begins to give a picture of how problem-solving occurs in the gap. Directional arrows 
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Figure 4.14: One view of affect and motivation. Based on Carver & Scheier (2005) and 
Elliot & Dweck (2005) plus GMM theory. 
What causes us to retain or lose hope of success? What causes some people to 
persist longer and exert more effort than others? Assuming the goal holds equal salience 
for each individual, the difference might be in efficacy beliefs. Bandura (1982) wrote that 
"inability to influence events and social conditions that significantly affect one's life can 
give rise to feelings of futility and despondency as well as to anxiety" (p. 140). If efforts 
are believed to be futile, they will be given up more easily. Persistence occurs when the 
belief in the ability to attain the desired goal is maintained, in some cases in spite of 
evidence to the contrary. In addition, when trying avoid a negative outcome, feelings of 
inefficacy, the belief that one can't avoid the negative, can result in fear which further 
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inhibits action. Emotion-focused coping is the likely result. "It is mainly perceived 
inefficacy in coping with potentially aversive events that makes them fearsome" (p. 136). 
Seligman (1991) believed that optimism contributed to persistence. Dweck and 
Molden examined competency beliefs as an underlying factor in goal pursuit. In "Self-
Theories" (2005) they present the idea that people tend to hold either an entity theory or 
an increm.ental theory of competence. People who are entity theorists believe that 
abilities are fixed, and that either they have an ability or they don't; if they don't, no 
amount of practice will give it to them. In contrast, people who hold incremental theories 
of competence believe that working hard in an area of low ability can strengthen and 
develop that ability. When faced with a problem or a challenge, people react differently 
depending on which theory of competence they hold. "Meaning systems built around an 
incremental theory appear to promote active, direct, and constructive coping, whereas 
those built around an entity theory appear to foster more avoidant, indirect, and defensive 
coping" (Dweck & Molden, p. 127). The authors cite research suggesting that those who 
held an incremental theory and used action-oriented, problem-focused coping were able 
to enjoy the rewards of small, incremental successes and gains. In the GMM, these might 
be the people who can more successfully build the bridging shells that assist in adjusting 
gradually to a new reality. Those who held an entity theory were not able to experience 
satisfaction until a clear-cut end result had been obtained. Entity theorists were thus less 
likely to embark on problem-focused solutions if they doubted their own abilities to 
achieve success. Emotion-focused coping or avoidance was the alternative. There might 
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be a link here to Seligman's theory of optimism, if entity theorists see their deficit as 
permanent and personal, and incremental theorists see it as temporary and external. 
Carver and Scheier (2005) discuss the effect of the importance of the goal on 
persistence. It is more difficult to let go of goals that are of high importance, they say, 
because "giving them up creates a disruption ... with respect to higher level core values of 
the self' (p. 536). (This would make sense particularly in the case of optimists and 
incremental theorists, who believe that they can attain goals if they persist in their efforts 
long enough- a belief that is a core value of the self. Abandoning the goal would not 
only mean not achieving the goal, it would also contradict that key self-belief.) Strategies 
for dealing with the struggle for difficult-to-attain higher-level goals can include 
choosing alternate pathways or scaling back the goal. The latter involves some distress, 
however, if the original goal must be given up. Elliot and Dweck comment on the 
potential negative impact of foregoing pursuit of important goals. People who use 
approach strategies in solving problems have made a commitment to growth and 
increasing competence, while "pursuit of avoidance (relative to approach) goals leads to a 
decrease in life satisfaction and physical health over time (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; 
Elliot & Sheldon, 1997)" (2005, p. 7). 
So far, we have addressed goals in a fairly straightforward manner, and refelTed to 
them as being on a scale of greater or lesser importance. We have examined theories as to 
why someone would choose to avoid goal pursuit rather than to tackle a problem actively. 
Is there another dimension to goals, however, that might influence their pursuit? 
In "An Implicit Motive Perspective on Competence" Schultheiss and Brunstein 
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(2005) address the difference between explicit and implicit motives. Implicit motives, 
they say, are "nonconscious" motives and arise from "affective preferences." Explicit 
motives are conscious and arise from "the goals and expectations that are normative for a 
particular group (e.g., family, peers, society) and that thus focus behaviors on what the 
group deems important and desirable" (p. 33). Explicit motives are consciously 
accessible and easily articulated by the individual. Implicit motives are less so, as they 
are often outside of awareness. Implicit motives cause us to want; they motivate while 
explicit motives "channel (or regulate) goal-directed behavior" (p. 33). Schultheiss and 
Bronstein point out, however, that research indicates that implicit motives have little 
influence on "the types of goals individuals choose or develop in their daily lives" (p. 
48). We are socially directed, and we consciously choose goals that will successfully link 
us to our external sources of identity. 
Does this mean that implicit motives and explicit motives are necessarily in 
conflict? No. According to the authors, pursuit of goals that satisfy both implicit and 
explicit motives results in a sense of satisfaction and well-being. Pursuit of explicit goals 
that are not backed by implicit motives can ultimately cause unhappiness. Even if the 
goal pursuit is successful, little emotional satisfaction will be realized if internal needs 
have been ignored. Energy will have been expended in goal pursuit but the anticipated 
feeling of fulfillment will not be present to the degree expected. If explicit goal pursuit is 
unsuccessful, frustration and unhappiness result. For these reasons, the authors suggest 
that long term pursuit of mismatched goals can result in depression. Motivational 
competence is the ability to align implicit and explicit motives so that a "stable and 
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heightened well-being" is created and maintained (Schultheiss & Brunstein, p. 48). 
If explicit (or external) goals are derived from our social self, what drives our 
implicit (or internal) goals? In the previous chapter we identified the key needs of the self 
as connection, continuity, coherence, competence, control, and autonomy. These needs 
are motivators and play a part in the way we set goals. We have a need to make our 
external identities, the way we operate in the world, coherent with our internal self. When 
our implicit motives are in conflict with our explicit motives, when an attained identity 
does not feed our basic needs, or when we are unable to control our attainment of internal 
or external goals, we experience discrepancy, and that discrepancy produces some variety 
of distress. Our internal sense of self is not being validated, either by our own actions, by 
the reactions of others, or both. 
Using a combination of Higgins' Self-discrepancy Theory and Burke's Identity 
Theory, Large and Marcussen (2000) offered an explanation as to how the nature of an 
identity disruption creates different types of stress based on whether the disruption is to 
aspirations (ideal self) or obligations (ought self). Aspirations and obligations both imply 
goals to be reached. Inability to reach an aspirational goal results in depression; inability 
to reach an obligational goal results in anxiety. To the extent the identity in question is 
based on the ought self, anxiety will be higher when obligations are not met. To the 
extent that the identity is based on the ideal self, depression will be greater when the goal 
is not reached. 
Finally, Brodscholl, Kober and Higgins (2007) make a proposal regarding goal 
pursuit that suggests a distinction between attairunent goals and nzaintenance goals . 
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Maintenance goals, they say, occur when the ideal state has already been reached and the 
purpose is to forestall change, or subtraction, from what already is. Attainment goals, on 
the other hand, occur when the culTent state is not ideal, and additions are sought which 
will move the situation closer to the ideal. Attainment goals call forth approach strategies 
that generate new occulTences, while maintenance goals tend to reply on avoidance 
strategies, including cognitive strategies and self-talk, that prevent new occulTences or 
changes in attitude. 
What does this all mean for goal pursuit in the GMM? We know that our identities, 
derived and maintained in part through our external roles and relationships, are critical to 
our internal sense of self. We maintain our external identities through success in social 
connection, gaining feedback that will validate our identities and therefore our sense of 
self. Discrepancies cause us to take actions that will elicit the desired reactions from 
others and contribute to satisfaction of our basic needs. When those reactions are not 
forthcoming, our actions are unsuccessful and the way we experience our internal self 
begins to change (Burke, 1991). Successful pursuit of explicit, external goals helps to 
move the external identity component to a new place. If those explicit goals are 
misaligned with our implicit goals, however, true satisfaction will be lacking; our identity 
will not supply what the self needs. Over time, significant mismatch between implicit and 
explicit goals in one or more areas may cause depression. In the GMM the goal of gap 
management is to maintain congruity between the internal and the external, to work 
towards gap closure. Goal pursuit involves an attempt to regain balance between the 
internal and the external. This requires motivational competence (to use Schultheiss' and 
170 
Bronstein's term) for key identities. Once change has occurred, unless it can truly be 
reversed, healthy adjustment requires a forward motion, an approach-oriented strategy (or 
attainment) rather than an avoidance-oriented (or maintenance) strategy. The assumption 
of the GMM is that the drive toward gap closure comes from our internal motivation; we 
pursue gap closure on an implicit level out of our need for coherence. Being "true to 
ourselves" in our external lives means gaining motivational competence, striving to 
understand our implicit motives and pursue explicit goals that will satisfy both 
components. We might achieve success in maintaining an external identity that is not 
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Figure 4.15: Strategies in Gap Management 
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In Figure 4.15 it is important to note that Avoidance can be either active or passive. 
Emotion-focused coping results in passive avoidance, retreat into denial or becoming 
overwhelmed by the situation. Nothing is actively done to deal with the problem. Active 
avoidance involves problem-focused coping; efforts are actively made to reverse the 
cause of the gap. Only reversal of the original cause of the gap will result in successful 
avoidance and maintenance of Normal 1. Failure in active avoidance or reliance on 
passive avoidance will result in failure, and the gap will remain. 
Ryan and Deci looked at motivation in relation to degree of autonomy and identity 
internalization. At one end of the scale is a person with a fully internalized or intrinsically 
derived identity. In terms of this identity the individual is highly autonomous and actively 
pursues goals that will lead to satisfaction of internal needs and identity standards. At the 
other extreme is the amotivated individual who 
Lack[s] intentionality, behave[s] as a function of an unregulated drive, emotion, or 
external force ... [has a] complete absence of internalization, interest, or belief in the 
relevance ofbehavior ... [and experiences] inconsistent responses from others; 
noncontingencies between behavior and outcomes; indicators of incompetence; 
irrelevance of behavior or outcomes (2003, p. 260). 
An amotivated individual, then, has a low level of identity development and feels little or 
no autonomy or efficacy relative to the identity or situation. This lack of directionality, 
motivation, and goal-pursuit leaves the individual in the position of being buffeted by 
external forces and limited to emotion-focused coping. 
Emotions in liminality 
Negative emotions in the gap result from failure (or anticipated failure) to reach 
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either approach or avoidance goals. These emotions can include variations on the 
emotions of fear, anxiety, shame, distress, frustration, anger, futility, sadness and grief. 
Positive emotions such as eagerness, excitement and hope relate to anticipated success. 
On both sides, the emotions are driven by control and efficacy beliefs. As we have seen, 
control and autonomy are key needs of the self; it is natural that the self would feel 
threatened by loss (or perceived loss) of the ability to exercise control within the 
environment. 
Often, however, descriptions of feelings in liminality obtained from research or 
described by theorists involve a different kind of emotion, described variously as a 
feeling of being "stunned and bewildered" (Tyhurst, 1957), "estranged" (Erikson, 1968), 
"immobilized or overwhelmed" (Hopson & Adams, 1976), "surprised" (Louis, 1980a), 
"in a vacuum" (Ebaugh, 1988), or "disoriented" (Bridges, 2001, 2004). These feelings 
connote loss of orientation to the environment, of finding one's self suddenly cut off from 
external, directional cues. In this area of liminality, the person is unable to address the 
second step in gap management: determining a course of action. MalTis (1974) wrote 
about the loss of meaning that results when a way of life has been disrupted; there is a 
"crisis of discontinuity" (p. 21) and the person is "bereft of purpose" (p. 33). 
Assumptions about the future (and perhaps assumptions about the past) upon which life 
plans are made are no longer valid. Loss of meaning can alienate a person from any 
goals, leaving him or her (temporarily, we hope) without either a forward or backward 
purpose. Neither achievement for the future nor restoration of the past is yet conceived as 
a goal. There is no effort if there is no goal. Without a forward or a backward, 
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disorientation can result. 
Habits and roles enable us to be effective in controlling a limited aspect of our 
world, and to sustain a self in relation to the other people with whom we interact. 
But if habits and the familiar are denied us, or of we are cast suddenly into an 
unfamiliar role, then it can be as if the world crumbles. Practised actions and stored 
knowledge become useless. We become clumsy, unable to act in a coordinated 
way, ineffective. Through the gap between familiar patterns of action, and new 
patterns that we have yet to construct, a new vision of the world as alarming and 
unpredictable can appear (Oatley, 1990, p. 78). 
This extreme loss of orientation may only last for a relatively short time before direction 
is restored and goals (whether approach or avoidance) are formulated and attempted. 
Longer lasting feelings of disorientation are more distressing and cause for concern. 
Navigating Gap Management 
In regaining a sense of orientation, avoidance strategies sometimes precede 
approach strategies. Marris (1974) wrote that "The process of corning to terms with loss 
may well begin by testing whether loss has to be accepted" (p 160). We tend, as he said, 
to operate on the conservative impulse, attempting to assure continuity in our world by 
building upon what we already believe to be true. This is seen in common reactions to 
sudden change such as "No. It isn't true." Either acceptance of the change or a visualized 
(whether achievable or not) strategy for reversing it is necessary before active 
management of the gap can begin. Without action, the result is passive avoidance. 
Continuing to feel overwhelmed and paralyzed by emotion leaves one in the short loop of 
fear, anxiety, and distress while the problem remains. (Since shame implies judgment, 
and no action has taken place that can be judged, in the GMM it is hypothesized that 
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shame will not be a pmi of this pattern.) This pattern can occur in reaction to expected or 




I ----_.Failure to avoid Distress 
The Gap 
Figure 4.16: Reaction to feeling overwhelmed. 
Inability to accept the change or make a plan; no direct action taken. 
Acceptance of the fact that an unwanted change has occurred (or will occur) along with 
belief that it can be reversed (or forestalled) can lead to problem-focused coping and 
active avoidance, action taken in the hopes of maintaining the status quo (Normal!). 
Success ends the process; the change is reversed, congruity is restored, and Normal 1 is 
maintained. As long as the maintenance goal and active avoidance continue to be chosen, 








I -----Failure to avoid Shame, Distress 
Figure 4.17: Problem-focused coping; actions taken to maintain Nonnall. 
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In most cases change cannot be reversed, whether it is internal or external. Unless 
success in preserving Normal 1 can ultimately be achieved, the only way out of the 
distressing loop in Figure 4.17 is by choosing a new strategy. The most likely route to 
success in closing the gap therefore is to adopt an active approach pattern (Figure 4.18). 
Even if the goal is approached reluctantly or with trepidation, if it is approached actively 
it is because there is some hope of success. According to Carver and Scheier (2005) 
increasing effort is expended towards the goal until either success is achieved or hope is 
lost. Frustration and anger imply that hope is still alive, and can be a spur to further 
effort. Persistence, as discussed earlier, is influenced by optimism and efficacy beliefs as 
well as the importance of the goal. In persistence, effort is increased and alternate routes 
to the goal may be tried. 
Figure 4.18 illustrates the efforts we make in attempting to reach Normal2 after a 
change. Efforts that are met with failure or a sense of futility will result in the formulation 
of a new goal or a new strategy in pursuit of the goal. If continued efforts to effect 
external change are unsuccessful, the interpretation of the initial event might be altered to 
m;:tke it less salient; one solution to a futile struggle is, to use Lewin's terminology, to 
leave the field. We can choose to change the meaning we give to the role or circumstance 
in order to reduce or eliminate the conflict. In effect, we have made an internal change to 
match external reality. 
Upon loss of hope, disengagement and then failure occur; the person has quit 
trying. Upon failure, hope is lost and the person must disengage from the effort. Failure 
and disengagement mean lack of success, however, so the gap is still present. A new goal 
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or strategy must be formulated and pursued. The process of goal formulation and 
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Figure 4.18: Problem-focused coping; actions taken to achieve Nonnal 2. 
Internal Change Goals and External Change Goals 
External changes are changes to our circumstances, routines, roles or relationships. 
External goals (in the GMM) are goals in the outer world relevant to our roles and 
relationships or conditions relevant to our identities that we would like to change. They 
are consciously determined, explicit goals. We hold a vision or a belief about the future 
and strive to make it come true. If we are successful, and if our implicit, internal goals are 
congruent, we are satisfied and the gap is closed. 
Internal changes are changes to our experience of self that arise from growth and 
maturity, learning, insight, or experience and feedback from the external world. Internal 
goals are changes in attitudes or beliefs about ourselves or our place in the world. Internal 
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goals are implicit, but we can sometimes recognize the need for change and make them 
explicit, for example telling ourselves "I need to get over this ; I need to accept this" and 
making conscious efforts in that direction. 
Internal change must still be in line with implicit motives, however. We cannot 
force ourselves to hold different feelings or different self-beliefs than we do. William 
Bridges (2001, 2004) stressed this when he said that the neutral zone (his term for 
liminality, or the gap) must be traversed and experienced. While we can consciously 
work on altering our internal experience, we cannot create an internal transition just by 
willing it. Our feelings and experience of self change on their own timetable. 
The GMM supposes that success in maintaining Normal 1 only occurs when 
external change is reversed. The same holds true for internal change; although in most 
cases it is unlikely that internal change can be reversed by actions or by acts of will. It is 
hard to "unlearn" or "unknow." Given a stable outer world, however, internal change 
brought about by incorrect assumptions or beliefs might be correctable with additional 
information. This is the role of counseling; to reflect a new interpretation of inner and 
outer reality in order to assist in gaining new perspective and rebalancing internal and 
external functioning. 
If we have been pursuing an external goal that is incongruent with our internal self 
or our implicit motives, we may be successful in achieving the explicit goal but the gap 
will remain. This might be confusing and frustrating. New external goals might be 
formulated, pursued, and achieved. Not, however, until external goals are in line with our 
internal self (that is, not until motivational competence is achieved) will we be truly 
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satisfied. Change, a break in our assumptive world, provides us with opportunity to grow. 
Next, we will examine three transitional situations (adolescence, post-college 
adjustment, and ex-POW adjustment) and assess how the model assists in explaining 
behavior, emotions and outcomes for each. 
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Chapter 5 
Gap Management and Adolescent Development 
The Gap Management Model proposes that individuals take steps to achieve 
alignment between their external identities and their internal experience of self, 
sometimes by shifting one, sometimes the other. Given a work role that is perceived to be 
too challenging, for example, one response might be to change jobs; a different response 
would be to tell one's self "I can do it if I try" and work towards mastery. The feedback 
garnered from interactions with the world is used to both monitor the performance of an 
identity and provide information to the self. When verified identities are consistent with 
the needs and values of the self, in this case the need for competence, the self-experience 
is one of well-being. By adulthood, the self should be secure enough not to need constant 
feedback and identity verification from the environment. The development of a firmly 
recognized internal self, not solely reliant upon the identity feedback provided by others, 
begins in infancy and childhood. The true development of a separate, autonomous self, 
however, is a task of adolescence. 
It is often said, and sometimes true, that adolescence is a stormy time full of 
emotional highs and lows, conflicts with parents, and shifting loyalties among peers. 
More recently, research has indicated that not all teens experience this adolescent drama 
to the same extent or in the same way (Tucker & Moller, 2007). Adolescence, to be sure, 
is a time of transition. Bodies are changing, the basis for social interaction is widening, 
responsibilities are increasing, and even brains are changing. Adolescence is a 
developmental transition in that it is driven through physical and cognitive maturation. 
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External changes often accompany this internal change. In our culture, the young person 
generally enters a new school (middle or high school) is given access to privileges 
(driving, the legal right to work, a later curfew) as well as higher expectations from the 
family, school, and peer group. 
Glen Elder (1980) identified three perspectives on the life-span: individual, social, 
and historical. As individuals, children reach adolescence, generally defined by the onset 
of puberty, at different times. The reactions they receive from other people, including 
family, friends, and the general public, will be driven in part by this individual timing. 
These changed reactions and expectations will sometimes occur before, and sometimes 
after, the changes become apparent to the child. Social institutions generally group young 
people by age, and it is commonplace to see middle school students of widely varying 
maturities in the same classroom. Legal rights are also granted by age and not by the 
maturity level of the individual. Because these external changes are not the direct result 
of individual change, some of them will occur prior to and in anticipation of change in 
the individual. Historical periods are contextual. Growing up in the 1930s was a very 
different experience from growing up in the 1950s; the advent of cell phones and the 
internet gave young people in the first decade of the twenty-first century a very different 
experience than that had by their parents in the 1970s or 80s. These different frames of 
reference create the possibility of mismatched expectations and understandings between 
parents and children, or between schools and students. As a result the identity feedback 
process might be made more difficult. The normal, developmental conflicts of 
adolescence can be exacerbated. Still, not all adolescents (and not all of their families) 
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experience on-going drama and stress. 
Can the Gap Management Model shed light on this developmental transition? Is 
the model consistent with what others have written on the adolescent period? Since the 
GMM is based on the premise that an internal self strives to be congruent with external 
identities, let us first look at what has been written about the development of an internal 
self, separate from external identities, in adolescence. 
In 1967, Peter Bios proposed that adolescence constituted a second separation-
individuation phase similar to that described by Mahler for early childhood (Marohn, 
1993). Individuation is "a sharpened sense of one's distinctness from others, a 
heightening of boundaries, and a feeling ofselfhood and will" (Josselson, 1980, p. 191). 
The child strives to realize an identity increasingly less defined by parental expectations 
and sanctions. According to Marohn, the adolescent experience is not as dramatic as a 
complete separation but "brings with it a reworking of the internal experience of the 
relationship between the self and its selfo bjects .. . " consisting of "modifications, shifts, 
changes, revisions, variations and transformations" in the relationship between self and 
other (p. 11). The adolescent must be able to look anew at the attachments and received 
wisdom of childhood, begin to synthesize new information and formulate new ideas 
based on input from new sources, and experience the self as increasingly autonomous and 
efficacious. Ruthellen J osselson emphasized the importance of this process as "critical to 
identity formation in adulthood" (1989, p. 152) but also wrote that it should occur in the 
context of ongoing external relationships, what we have called the stable points of 
reference that fulfill our needs for connection and continuity. "The [process] must occur 
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at an optimal pace and with significant others available to validate the emerging identity 
elements" (1989, p. 154). She notes "the importance of coaches, ministers, older siblings, 
and so on, as transitional objects in adolescent development. .. For adolescents, the worse 
ego experience is not failure but uncertainty" (1980, p. 201). The aim is the autonomy 
and connectedness of an intrinsically secure self. "Forming a whole personality requires 
individuation from the embedding context of the attachment relation to achieve an 
autonomous psychological identity" (Tucker & Moller, 2007, p. 89). 
This change, this new outlook, does not happen and cannot happen without the 
ability to think abstractly about concepts and to think reflexively about the self. This is 
the stage of cognitive development that Piaget termed formal operations, the stage 
reached in early adolescence when concepts take on the same reality as concrete objects. 
In recent years advances in brain research have shown that there is an underlying physical 
change that makes this new level of cognition possible. The pre-frontal cortex, 
responsible for abstract thinking and the executive function, shows increased 
development in adolescence, and this development may be linked in part to hormones 
associated with puberty (Alloy & Abramson, 2007; Spear, 2007). Adolescence marks the 
beginning of the ability to think of one's self as the object of another's point of view and 
to be able to scrutinize and act upon the self as an object (Tucker & Moller, 2007). This 
ability is central to the very definition of the fully developed self as being reflexive. If 
adolescence is the first time that there is truly a self that can conceive of itself as separate 
fi·om externally imposed identities, a self capable of self-reflection and conscious identity 
shaping, then it can be said that the first possibility of active gap management (as defined 
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by the GMM) appears only in adolescence, and it is in adolescence that this conscious 
awareness of identity first becomes problematic for the individual. 
In psychological terms, identity formation employs a process of simultaneous 
reflection and observation, a process taking place on all levels of mental 
functioning, by which the individual judges himself in the light of what he 
perceives to be the way in which others judge him in comparison to themselves 
and to a typology significant to them; while he judges their way of judging him in 
the light of how he perceives himself in comparison to them and to types that 
have become relevant to him. This process is, luckily, and necessarily, for the 
most part unconscious except where inner conditions and outer circumstances 
combine to aggravate a painful, or elated, 'identity-consciousness' (Erikson, 
1968, p. 22-23). 
(A discussion of how pre-adolescent children manage discrepancies between their self-
experience and the feedback they receive is beyond the scope of this chapter. Children 
do, of course, experience disruptions to their assumptive worlds and the resulting 
liminality. It might be, however, that disruptions will be experienced only as coming 
from the external world, in which case external change will be recognized, but internal 
reactions to that change will not be, in a reflexive sense.) 
Along with development of a reflexive self come physical and social changes that 
cause the adolescent to question his or her place in the world. As Tucker and Moller 
write, 
The adolescent thus awakens as a stranger in a strange body, moving in a familiar 
but now strangely foreign land, and- strangest of all- for the first time acutely 
self-aware. Facing a vacuum where an identity should be, it is time to cast around 
for a new self (2007, p. 88) . 
Not only is the adolescent seeing others differently, others are seeing (and probably 
treating) the adolescent differently as well. New relationships develop with family and 
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peers. The newly self-aware self takes in and considers this new feedback. There is 
suddenly a world of wide-open possibilities for potential roles and identities. Some new 
identities are chosen, other are bestowed from without. Some are tried for a while and 
developed further, others are rejected and discarded. Erikson examines this process of 
development in the context of society in Identity: Youth and Crisis. 
The search for a new and yet reliable identity can perhaps best be seen in the 
persistent adolescent endeavor to define, overdefine, and redefine themselves and 
each other in often ruthless comparison, while a search for reliable alignments can 
be recognized in the restless testing of the newest in possibilities and the oldest in 
values (Erikson, 1968, p. 87). 
As teens are trying on various roles, they are also making many real-world micro-
transitions on a daily basis: from son or daughter to student, to peer-group member, and 
more: athlete, musician, tutor, employee, new driver. They are trying to establish 
boundaries for these various roles, and to decide how permeable they can or want to 
make them (see Ashforth et al., 2000, 2001). In order to protect fragile new identities, 
boundaries may be initially be firm and relatively impermeable. These micro-role 
transitions contribute to what Brown and Theobald call "the disjunction that teenagers 
routinely feel over the course of a school day [that lead to] a sense of divided loyalties .. . " 
(1998, p. 114). They are developing and testing various ties to the external world. They 
are learning and testing their own efficacy and limits of self-control and other-control. 
They are wondering how much they can actually shape their own identities. Can I really 
be anybody or anything I want to be? Who do I want to be? How much influence do I 
have over others in my life? How much influence do they have over me, and how much 
do I want them to have? Whose influence do I want? Can I be influenced by others and 
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still make my own decisions? How do I know what I want versus what someone else 
wants? 
Erikson described this process as "painful self-consciousness which dwells on 
discrepancies between one's self-esteem, the aggrandized self-image as an autonomous 
person, and one's appearance in the eyes of others" (1968, p. 183). A growing inner sense 
of self no longer accepts merely one external view, the external view presented by 
parents and family. The awareness of multiple others' points of view presents a world of 
confusing definitions and choices. The task of adolescence is to strengthen and solidify 
the internal self in order that it can be self-defining, no longer dependent solely on 
external approvals for definition and guidance. In other words, the task is to become 
autonomous. 
An optimal sense of identity .. .is experienced merely as a sense of psychosocial 
well-being. Its most obvious concomitants are a feeling of being at home in one's 
body, a sense of 'knowing where one is going,' and an inner assuredness of 
anticipated recognition from those who count (Erikson, 1968, p. 165). 
As the sense of self develops, the environment in which the adolescent operates continues 
to widen, and with it frames of reference. Friends and school peers are also changing, 
providing a shifting context at the same time that the self is trying to establish points of 
orientation. The need to find steady environmental reference points and reconcile shifting 
internal and external components engages both implicit and explicit motivations (see 
Chapter 4). Sources that satisfy needs for connection and identity verification are 
shifting; from whom does the adolescent want verification, and for what identities? With 
implicit motivations of the self still changing, the adolescent can experience frustration 
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when one explicit goal is achieved only to find that it is now discrepant with other 
implicit needs. 
Given this rapid change and shifting self-environment relationship, management 
strategies might also vacillate between maintenance goals and attainment goals. How 
much freedom do I want? Can I still "play at" being a child? I need my independence! 
These vacillating strategies are reflected in the emotions of liminality: fear, anxiety, 
shame and distress at the inability to manage or forestall development; eagerness, 
excitement and hope in embracing new roles; frustration, anger, sadness and grief when 
actions don't bring the anticipated reward. As the adolescent works to sort this all out, 
trying to establish new role boundaries at the same time, relationships with parents 
represent an additional dimension that must be managed so as to reflect the new self, 
whatever it is at the moment. Gap management in this case means correcting external 
relationships to conform to internal realities. 
Whereas peers naturally confirm the reality of this transition, parents hold a 
longstanding concept of the relationship with a child that is no longer concordant 
with the adolescent's emerging understanding of self. The result is a clear need to 
assert autonomy and correct parents on their anachronistic views (Tucker & 
Moller, 2007, p. 94). 
As in any transition, one part of the process involves letting go of the past. In early 
adolescence, this may mean increased rebellion and rejection of identification with 
parents. This disconnection may be necessary before goal setting and a focus on the 
future can take place. Josselson puts it this way: "The sense of the future is dim as energy 
is expended in disconnecting from the past. 'I'm not a child anymore' is the battle cry. 
The present is all-consuming as this is where the self is most fully realized" (1980, p. 
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207). As the young adolescent successfully disconnects, he or she enters a liminal period 
when a separate, autonomous self and independent identities are not yet formed but 
identification with childhood is out of the question. Peers become increasingly important 
in providing context, feedback, and a sense of connectedness. 
These shifting frames of reference along with a shifting sense of self can create 
the uncomfortable feelings of liminality. Goals develop, yet methods of goal attainment 
(and the sense that they are attainable) might not be clear; external, non-peer reference 
points may either not be seen as reliable or deemed undesirable. Peers can function as 
points of reference and as fellow travelers through the liminal state. Conformity may be 
an effort to enjoy the comforts of communitas, relinquishing the need to declare a unique 
identity and for the time being allowing one's identity to be defined by group 
membership. The need for recognition and validation is satisfied, in large part, by those 
in the same communal boat. 
Some adolescents struggle with issues of belonging and identification on more than 
one level. For example while most adolescents work at defining themselves as separate 
from their parents, some also work to define themselves culturally. Margarita Calderon 
(1998) discusses these students in her book chapter on sons and daughters of immigrants, 
painting a portrait of gap management in both developmental and cultural contexts. 
As students steer away from their native language, their former values and self-
identity are often also left behind. New ways of dressing and new codes of morals 
begin to widen the intergenerational gap. As Juan began to be accepted by his 
peers, he began to sever his relationship with his parents. At the time of the 
interview, Juan felt so far removed from his parents that he had nothing positive 
to say about them. The distance has had a negative impact on both his academic 
history and social behavior. Ovando finds that as Mexican immigrant youngsters 
start wearing Nike shoes and listening to rap music, they are acculturating to 
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outward aspects of contemporary United States culture [Ovando & Collier, 
Teaching in ESL and Bilingual Classrooms]. While these children may adopt 
some United States clothing styles and musical tastes, such things as their 
language, gestures, facial expressions, value systems, and styles of social 
interaction will most likely remain Mexican for a longer period of time. This 
transition period can be very confusing to the adolescent (Calderon, 1998, p. 71). 
We see that Juan's struggle to define 'himself had a negative effect on his ability to 
function in other areas (school and social behavior). Gap management can mean deciding 
how to prioritize identities and how much attention to give to a new identity that requires 
some practice if it is to become fully adopted. Deeply ingrained identities can remain as a 
part of the individual for a long time, perhaps remaining a part of the self that is forever 
assimilated as new identities are added. A feeling that the self is continuous is essential 
for well-being; one task in successfully completing any transition is to allow the new self 
or identity to integrate and acknowledge the self and identities of the past. This can be 
difficult in adolescence when the self is still forrning, striving for autonomy, and trying to 
differentiate from family, parental, and external authority. External social and cultural 
guidelines can be at the same time both sought and mistrusted. 
With development in adolescence comes the increasing internalization of external 
regulation and identities (see discussion of Ryan & Deci in Chapter 5). Identities that are 
both extrinsically rewarded and satisfying to intrinsic needs and motivations will become 
internalized at deeper levels. An autonomous, fully developed self must have identities 
that are, to use Ryan & Deci' s term, intrinsic identities, part of the self at the deepest 
level. An adult self that exists merely to act according to external feedback is a self that is 
dangerously vulnerable to changes in circumstances and relationships, and subject to 
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sharp changes in external reference points and goal definition. Since key needs of the self 
are things like autonomy, competence, self-esteem and control over the environment (see 
Chapter 3), the core, internal self must ultimately become self-defined while maintaining 
mutuality in strong external ties and validating relationships. 
One feature of the Gap Management Model is the idea that dysfunctional attempts 
(trying incorrectly to bring either the internal or external in line when the opposite should 
be done) or functional but unsuccessful attempts at gap closure will be made repeatedly 
until the gap is successfully closed. This is depicted in Figure 4.15, and it is clear that 
repeated looping can occur until success is achieved. Luyckx et al. (2008) have studied 
this looping in the context of adolescent identity formation, building on James Marcia's 
conceptual categories of identity development. In Marcia's scheme, adolescents who had 
both explored identity options (which include options for career, political, religious and 
other identities (Kroger, 2003, p. 208)) and decided on an option were classified as 
Identity Achieved. Those who had decided but had not explored were Identity 
Foreclosures. Those who were in the process of exploration were in Moratorium, while 
those who were directionless and were neither exploring nor decided were Identity 
Diffused (Marcia, 1980). Marcia did not describe a sequence through which adolescents 
passed, although he concluded that the Identity Achieved and the Foreclosure statues 
were both relatively stable and could resemble each other in terms of behavior. 
Marcia's Identity Achieved status can be likened to the person described by Ryan 
and Deci who has an internalized or intrinsically derived identity (see Chapter 3), while 
the Diffused status is similar to Ryan and Deci's amotivated individual who lacks a clear 
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direction and has no internal basis from which to derive one. This lack of directionality, 
motivation, and goal-pursuit leaves the individual in the position of being buffeted by 
external forces and with little ability to effect gap closure or attain intrinsic satisfaction. 
Experiencing little or no identity validation and little or no ability to shape an identity, the 
individual is left feeling confused and powerless. Between the extremes of fully intrinsic 
motivation and amotivation Ryan and Deci also describe various levels of autonomy that 
con·espond with various levels of identity development. This autonomy drives 
motivation, goal formulation, and goal pursuit, and the ability to effectively solicit and 
respond to identity verification from others. It is useful to keep Figure 4.15 in mind as we 
return to Luyckx et al. 
Modern Western culture provides few clear paths to adulthood, say Luyckx and 
colleagues (2008) . Choices of careers and identities abound, and society encourages us to 
exercise our freedom of choice. We are led to believe that with enough perseverance and 
self-knowledge, we can make selections that are perfect for our unique selves. Given a 
proliferation of options, many people, and many young people in search of a life 
definition, become overwhelmed (Luyckx et al. , 2008). Choosing, making a commitment, 
means that other options must by definition be abandoned and no future options explored. 
It appears as a choice between having the freedom of unlimited options and having no 
options at all. Rather than settle for less than perfection, it might seem wise to continue 
searching; perfection might be just around the corner (Schwartz, 2005). Successful 
identity achievement, according to Erikson and Marcia, results from a period of trying on 
and discarding various identities until finally one is chosen. The problem comes when no 
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selection is, or can be, made, and the search becomes repetitive and directionless. Luyckx 
et al. call this phenomenon ruminative exploration, a dysfunctional form of identity 
exploration. Rumination, they say, is characterized by "negative, chronic, and persistent 
self-attentiveness motivated by fear and perceived threats, losses, or injustices to the self' 
(p. 61). They describe people caught in ruminative exploration as being 
driven by excessively high standards and criteria for functioning, which 
undermine their ability to form a steady set of commitments. These individuals 
are locked in a ruminative cycle of continued exploration, characterized by a 
repetitive and passive focus contributing to a feeling of hopelessness and 
uncontrollability of the situation at hand (Nolen-Hoeksma, 2000) (2008, p. 60-
61). 
"People scoring high on ruminative exploration may have difficulty settling on satisfying 
answers to identity questions ... they continue asking themselves the same questions 
resulting in a profound and intrusive feeling of uncertainty and incompetence" (Luyckx et 
al. p. 61). "Individuals scoring high on ruminative exploration might struggle ... with a 
motivation crisis or identity deficit (Baumeister, Shapiro, & Tice, 1985), which refers to 
the problem of an inadequately defined self-concept" (p. 76). 
In terms of the Gap Management Model, when there is no solid self upon which 
to base external identities, making identity choices seems impossible; no external identity 
can provide the internal foundation that is lacking. Given an unending array of choices 
and an unformed core self, the gap cannot be closed. The result is endless looping 
through the cycle of problem confrontation and failure, resulting in the negative emotions 
of an extended lirninality. No positive adult identity has become deeply integrated 
enough to stand on its own and provide opportunities for external verification. The key 
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needs of the self for autonomy, competence, control, and connection to others are all in a 
position of deficit. 
This depressing scenario is, of course, not typical of all adolescents but may 
describe Marcia's Identity Diffused group. How would the rest of Marcia' s classifications 
be described in the GMM? Using what we learn from Kroger, Ryan and Deci, and 
Luyckx et al., we can make some hypotheses about Marcia's groups using the GMM as a 
basis. 
Identity Foreclosed: 
Figure 5.1: Foreclosure 
A foreclosed identity represents gap avoidance. The internal self is not yet fully 
formed before an external identity is presented from an authority outside of the self. Full 
separation from a parental figure might not have taken place, or an alternate external 
authority might have been substituted and accepted as a point of orientation. Feeling 
insecure in self and overly reliant on an external structure, the individual does not 
explore, but accepts the external definition as his or her own. Rather than allowing a gap 
to develop which is then closed, no gap develops. In the course of time and experience, 
the self might continue to grow. If it does, the initial identity may be rejected, and the 
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person might move into Moratorium status. From there, a new identity might be chosen 
or the initial identity might be returned to and accepted on adult (fully individuated and 




Figure 5.2: Moratorium 
Moratorium status in adolescence represents active gap management. The self 
may still be in the process of development. Accepted external points of reference serve as 
guides while both self and identity are in motion on the way to an achieved identity. 
Techniques of bridging and using interim identity targets as stepping stones can help 
navigate the uncertainty. Josselson found that young women who were successful in 
identity achievement "tend to separate from their childhood selves gradually and 
incrementally, preserving relatedness at each step" (1989, p. 153). As the self develops, 
identities are discovered, explored, tried on, further developed, or rejected until the fully 
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differentiated and developed self finds an identity that is a good fit. External support and 
positive feedback help to provide the needed rewards to fully accept and feel good about 
the chosen identity. At that point the individual moves to an Identity Achieved status. 
[Note: Josselson (1989) has a different description of the characteristics of the 
moratorium group, portraying them as more lost and distressed than Marcia had. This 
might be because she studied an older sample. She first met her participants in their 
senior year of college and conducted follow-up interviews twelve years later, when the 
women were in their early 30s.] 
Identity Achieved: 
Figure 5.3: Identity Achieved 
An achieved identity represents successful gap closure. Having formulated a 
relatively solid self, the individual has explored various options, discarding some and 
exploring others further until a good fit is found. The basic needs of the self are met, and 
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the individual can move forward with a stable sense of well-being. The external identity 
is adopted and pursued until later life changes in self or circumstance prompt a re-
exploration. (See discussion and Kroger, 1996, below). 
Identity Diffused: 
Figure 5.4: Identity Diffusion 
A diffused identity represents an extended, goal-less liminality. The self remains 
undeveloped and lacks reliable external points of orientation through which to develop 
further. Marcia cites Donovan's finding (1975) that "Identity Diffusions [were] generally 
withdrawn, feeling out of place in the world" (1980, p. 167). Without a clearly developed 
self and a clear place in the external context, the "excessively high" externally derived 
standards and profusion of choices cited by Luyckx et al. might become de facto 
reference points, leading to lack of direction and an inability to choose. Excessively high 
standards might also mean that these people have difficulty in identifying and working 
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towards interim targets. The result is ruminative exploration, based on fear of loss and 
threat to the self. The basic needs of the self are not satisfied as no continuous image of 
self in the future can be formed and competence remains unidentified; the gap remains 
open. Identities are tried on as possible points of orientation, but until there is a feeling of 
a core self, no intrinsic satisfaction can be derived from these identities. Those in identity 
diffusion tend to use more avoidant strategies (Kroger, 2003). Frustration and looping 
through the cycle of failed goal attainment (the goal being achievement of a self) will 
result (see Figure 4.16). If the self becomes more fully developed and autonomous, a 
diffused identity may move to moratorium status, from which true identity exploration 
can take place. 
Marcia (1980) and others have noted that there is no single developmental path 
from one status to another, but there seems to be a general tendency to move from 
Foreclosure to Moratorium to Identity Achievement (Kroger and Green, 1996). Kroger 
and Green further note that "where transition to foreclosure occurred, it was most 
commonly from the diffusion status" (1996, p. 487). This suggests that diffusion may be 
an early starting point in the process, which makes sense when we think about the very 
early development of self upon which the rest of the process relies. The first goals 
developed by this new self may well be the received goals presented by an introjected 
authority figure. In retrospective research on identity status development from the age of 
fifteen to mid-life, it was found that "most commonly, participants were rated as 
foreclosed at the outset of the study and identity status transitions began from this point" 
(Kroger & Green, p. 487). In mid-adolescence, then, foreclosure is a common status; full 
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emergence into an autonomous, independently defined self has not yet occmTed, and 
parents or other authority figures are still heavily relied upon as points of reference. 
According to Marcia (1980), those in the foreclosed and diffused statuses tended to be 
low in autonomy and self-directedness. As adolescence progresses, the self becomes 
more separate and defined. Josselson believed that "a continuum of separation-
individuation underlies the four identity status categories" (1989, p. 152). Kroger (2003) 
cites research indicating that those in identity achieved and moratorium statuses were 
more self-directed and less likely to seek external approval and reassurance. 
As a society, we don't have a single standard by which to mark the passage from 
adolescence to adulthood. We have no rituals to recognize an individual as having 
achieved adult status. Instead, we have interim markers such as sixteenth birthday, high 
school graduation, twenty-first birthday, college graduation, first job, military entry, and 
marriage, any one of which might or might not correspond to an actual shift in the 
individual's conception of self. Rather than an abrupt and definite social transition from 
adolescence to adulthood, we now recognize a period of emerging adulthood, so named 
by Jeffrey Arnett (2004). This prolonged period of identity formation consists of a series 
of steps, often individually unique, by which a young person scaffolds him or herself 
through the adolescent transition. The internal changes experienced by the emerging adult 
are sometimes reflected in the external choices he or she makes, but perhaps just as often 
the external status changes precede and drive the internal changes. Although there has 
been an external change in circumstance, full acceptance and integration of the 
corresponding identity might come later. 
198 
Interesting, as we consider the Gap Management Model, is the discovery made by 
Kroger and Green through their retrospective longitudinal study regarding the "strong 
role that internal change processes play in transitions to all identity domains. Changes in 
perspective or important new awarenesses, without clear links to external presses, are 
associated with one-half to two-thirds of all identity status changes across domains" 
(1996, p. 488) [emphasis added]. In other words, internal change leads to a gap between 
self and identity which is then managed and closed by transition to a new, more 
consonant identity. 
As Josselson pointed out, one mistake we make in trying to make definitive 
statements about the finality of identity achievement is that "the oldest group we look at 
always appears to be the last step" (1980, p. 207). When we assess identity status in high 
school, we might forget that it can change again during college. What appears to be an 
achieved identity at seventeen might become moratorium at twenty. Colleges and 
universities are well aware that freshmen who enter with a frrmly decided major may 
very well change that major one or more times as they learn new things about themselves 
and the possibilities that the world holds. This is a positive development, and 
demonstrates an active exploration and flexibility of goal formation as represented by 
Figure 4.18. Likewise, identity status in college might not reflect identity struggles post-
college as a new environment is encountered. In terms of lifespan development, it might 
be good to think of even Identity Achievement as a somewhat temporary, albeit relatively 
lengthy, status. If we continue to grow and evolve as individuals, we might find that what 
felt right to us in our youth feels like less of a fit as we grow older and we discover or 
199 
develop new aspects of ourselves. Our goals can change. Changing circumstances might 
force an identity change. In mid-life we might search again for a new meaning, a new 
way of expressing ourselves through our identities, and find ourselves once again 
returning to Figure 4.18 in a moratorium of exploration. There can be freely chosen 
alternatives to exploration in adulthood, however. Kroger and Green (1996) tell us that, 
while not common, changes from Identity Achievement to Foreclosure have been 
observed in adults. Reasons for this, they say, were often due to the "influence of a 
significant other" (p. 487), perhaps demonstrating that we can, as adults, make 
compromises to perfection in the service of a different objective. A different goal has 
been chosen, based, perhaps, on a different identity. Transition is a constant process; 
although adolescence might be one of the more dramatic developmental phases, what we 
learn about ourselves then, and the way we learn to manage the gaps, can help us ad just 
to the internal and external changes we encounter throughout life. 
In the end, an identity that is freely chosen based on intrinsic rewards to the self is 
more stable, more satisfying, and more conducive to motivational competence than an 
identity that is imposed from without or chosen based solely on extrinsic reward. Getting 
there, however, is not without risk; liminality must be endured, and for an adolescent 
with a newly developing separate identity, that could be an unfamiliar and uncomfortable 
experience. A voidance of liminality by accepting external definition (foreclosure) keeps 
the gap at bay, and can be an attractive option. This might be particularly so when to go 
counter to wishes or opinions of authority figure(s) represents a potential threat to basic 
needs of the self such as connection and feelings of competence. The authority figure(s) 
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may be major sources of fulfillment of those needs. Foreclosure, however, (of any 
identity, at any age) can be a stabilizing influence for those who are hopelessly adrift, and 
can be a viable and productive option for those who make a conscious choice to sacrifice 
an intrinsically rewarding identity (or the potential of one) for an identity that is less 
rewarding but serves a larger purpose. As adults we can live with a less than perfect fit, 
with an acknowledged and perhaps freely chosen gap. For the growing and exploring self 
of adolescence, however, foreclosure may either forestall the inevitable gap that will arise 
later as the self develops, or stunt and curtail the possibility of full development as an 
autonomous and intrinsically motivated individual. The ability to accept the gap of 
liminality is the mark of a growing and increasingly secure self. 
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Chapter 6 
Gap Management and the College to Post-College Transition 
"I had s01ne ideas about what it meant to work full-time and what it meant to 
have a job; like a real job, not a summer job, a make-believe job. And none of those 
really panned out. It's not anything like I expected it would be." 
- Chloe, 22 months after graduation. 
"In five years I hope I'mfurther along in my life in tenns of making a decision. I 
think I'm ridden with indecision at the moment; it's driving me nuts. I want to make a 
decision about what I want to do. Which I may never make!" 
- Anna, 27 months after graduation. 
"It's weird in the sense that when you were in high school your goal was college. 
And then when you were in college, your goal was getting a good job. And now you are 
in that good job. What is your goal now? It's not pre-m.adefor you . ... Now it's like 'Oh 
really? I can like decide?' It's kind of overwhelming." 
- Anna, 27 months after graduation. 
"I just have to figure out what I'm doing with my life. It'll be great, just once I 
figure it out. But I haven't done that yet." - Chloe, 22 months after graduation. 
As a university career professional I met with many college seniors who told me 
they were "terrified" or "panicked" at the thought of graduation. To them it seemed that 
the future represented a vast and somehow threatening unknown. Not only did students 
readily admit these feelings, they often said that most of their friends felt the same way. It 
was clear that there was an underlying wish among many that the whole "graduating and 
moving on" thing could somehow be avoided. One said that a friend had told her "the 
real world is an awful place; you don't want to go there" and that the best solution was to 
"flunk all of your classes and that way you don't have to graduate." Another student 
experienced it as "they're kicking me out," and a recently graduated student likened it to 
ending a relationship: "the other party says goodbye and turns their attention to someone 
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younger; you try to hold on, but you can't." The subject line of an email I received one 
October was succinct and telling: "trouble after graduation." 
Young Adult Development 
Developmental change is a function of biological growth, cognitive maturity, and 
experience. While we are maturing internally and setting the foundation for the next 
transition, the outside world can also change, sometimes prompting us to make a shift 
before we are ready. Robert Kegan, in describing development across the life-cycle, 
called the stable periods of identity the culture of embeddedness. Through maturation, we 
transition from embeddedness to a new sense of self that is differently identified vis-a-vis 
the outside world. In Kegan' s life-cycle formulation, the shift that takes place at the end 
of the college years involves moving from a self defmed by interpersonal relationships to 
a self defined by institutional roles. 
The shift from one self to the next can be painful, protracted, and life-disordering. 
The threat of the loss of my most important relationships is the precipitating 
factor par excellence for the crisis of the 3-4 shift. For a self that is derived from 
interpersonal relationship, it can be experienced as the threat of loss of self indeed 
(Kegan, 1982, p. 207). 
Marcia Baxter-Magolda (1999, 2001) conducted a longitudinal study of a group of men 
and women who began college as freshmen in 1986. Her focus was on the search for 
meaning and the development of ways of knowing on the path to adulthood. She found 
that "the search [for meaning] did not occur for them in college, but instead took most of 
their 20s" (1999, p. 3). Graduates' experiences in the first years out of college not only 
served as a catalyst for epistemological growth, it often forced them to re-evaluate their 
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assumptions about who they were and what the future held as well. For many, there were 
surprises. 
Success in the form of desirable employment, advanced education and 
relationship came to many as they left college, yet a general dissatisfaction arose 
in the early years after college. Work, even when they were successful at it, left 
some participants feeling unfulfilled and wondering if there was something more 
they could contribute (1999, p. 6) .... The search for meaning thus began with 
dissatisfaction with one's circumstances and a growing awareness that satisfaction 
would come from choosing circumstances consistent with one's own values and 
beliefs (1999, p. 8). 
Baxter-Magolda spoke of this process as a move towards self-authorship, which for many 
was achieved during their mid to late twenties after having first reached a "crossroads" 
during which they recognized their current dissatisfaction, a result of having followed 
"external formulas" in the first years out of college (2001, p. xviii). 
Jeffrey Arnett (2004, 2006) used a social-psychological viewpoint to examine 
aspects of emerging adulthood, his term for the period covering the years from roughly 
ages 18 to 25. Based on interviews with emerging adults (not all of whom were college 
graduates) Arnett characterized this period as being between adolescence and adulthood, 
and marked by identity exploration, instability, self-focus, feeling in-between, and 
believing that there are numerous possibilities for the future. In the views of the emerging 
adults that Arnett interviewed, full adulthood is marked by taking responsibility for one's 
self, making independent decisions, and becoming financially independent. The 
numerous changes emerging adults make in jobs, relationships, and living situations are 
all part of identity exploration, and result in both the feeling of and the appearance of 
instability. The self-focus of this period is not self-centeredness, Arnett said, but 
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introspection. The subject has become object, as Kegan would say: the emerging adult is 
studying his or her new being and trying to figure it out. This is the period during which 
people feel the most ambiguity regarding whether or not they are adults. Emerging adults 
are, for the first time in their lives, making decisions that will define their identities in a 
culture which, as Erikson also noted, allows for multiple paths. The broad range of 
possibilities adds to the feeling of uncertainty and the lack of firm definition as to who 
and what one should be at this time (Arnett, 2006). 
Jennifer Lynn Tanner (2006) called this process recentering, a time when family 
and educational institutions recede as regulators of behavior and personal judgment takes 
over. "Recentering constitutes a shift in power, agency, responsibility, and dependence 
between emerging adults and their social contexts .... " (p. 27). Whereas previously, 
external parties had been assigned responsibility for the child/adolescent, the emerging 
adult begins to explore "relatively free from the contextual structures . . . of earlier years" 
(p. 29). 
James Cote (2006) revisited Erikson and Marcia in discussing emerging 
adulthood as an institutionalized m.oratorium, an expected and (given our multi-faceted, 
complex society) necessary period of identity exploration. Cote wrote of a societal 
norrnlessness or anomie in emerging adulthood that "can present serious challenges to 
some people" (p. 92). For young college graduates, the petiod of emerging adulthood 
immediately following college graduation is a time for discovering the roles and identity 
to be adopted in adulthood. This can be of great benefit to those who enter the 
moratorium with identity capital (p. 91) and resources to see them through, but can be 
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problematic for those who have neither. 
In 1989 Hallowell, Bemporad and Ratey wrote about the young adults they were 
seeing in their psychiatric practices. These clients seemed, to all outward appearances, 
successful and well-adjusted; they experienced, however, a deep, unidentified 
dissatisfaction and feeling of emptiness in their lives. They "complained of a troubled 
passage from adolescence to adult status, of a lost Eden of innocence suppressed beneath 
the harsh realities of the serious world" (p. 178). The authors admitted that, although at 
first skeptical, they became convinced that young adulthood was perhaps an 
unrecognized period of great turmoil for many. 
College Graduation as a Gap Inducing Experience 
College graduation, when it comes, is a forced transition over which the graduate 
has no control. It may be welcomed or it may be dreaded, but the timing is set by others 
and unless the student drops out or flunks classes, graduation is inevitable. Graduation 
presents an extreme discontinuity in the life space of those who have been full-time, 
traditional age students at residential colleges. Key elements of identity and sources of 
identity feedback that have been in place for most of their lives have ceased. They are no 
longer regularly graded on their work, and are unable to know how they are doing vis-a-
vis peers or their own or others' expectations. "Student" is no longer their title or role 
(although they might still hold onto it as an identity for a while). A life pattern they have 
experienced since kindergarten or even pre-school has ended. The familiar rhythm of 
making new start in September (accompanied by a promotion) followed by predictable, 
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periodic breaks for vacation is over. The ability to predict with relative certainty what the 
next year will bring (eighth grade this year means ninth grade next year) is gone. An 
easy, almost universally recognized title (fifth-grader, freshman in high school, college 
senior, math major) can no longer be applied. If they do have jobs, they must often 
explain (and sometimes justify) what it is they are doing and what their employer does as 
well. 
Other discontinuities become apparent to new graduates. Time is no longer under 
their control the way it was in college. It is no longer an option to skip an early class, they 
must be on time to work. Schedules cannot be ananged so as to allow a mid-week "day 
off' or four day weekends. They are no longer surrounded by masses of peers, with new 
faces appearing with each new class, semester, school year or residence hall assignment. 
Instead, they find that in the workplace co-workers are likely to represent a range of ages. 
Work groups are limited to a fixed number of employees, and the faces don't change 
much. Who you meet today will likely be who you will work with for the indefinite 
future. Options for meeting new friends or dating partners are dramatically nanowed. 
There is no predictable and externally controlled end to the cunent situation. The 
"semester" or "school year" will not automatically end and signal the chance for a new 
beginning; change, if it comes, must be initiated by the individual based on an 
independent decision. The desire to make a change might signal to the individual or to his 
or her family that something is wrong, provoking self-doubt: "Did I make a mistake 
taking this job to begin with?" The end of summer might be especially difficult, as 
nothing new happens; the job continues as always. An undefined feeling of restlessness 
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might arise, prompting a questioning of the current situation. "Am I in the right job?" "Is 
this all there is?" "Should I move to a new apartment?" "Should I break up with my 
boyfriend/girlfriend?" "Should I move to a new city?" "Should I go back to graduate 
school?" To buffer the effects of these uncertainties, new graduates might look for ways 
to maintain continuity by staying connected with college and high school friends and 
family. If accompanied by an orientation to the present and the future, this is a healthy 
pattern of gap management that assures continuity in the assumptive world. If, however, 
the desire is instead to cling to the past, the gap is not being managed as much as it is 
being avoided. For some, this might be an effective use of liminality, a temporary 
"holding period" created in order to gear up for forward movement. How long this period 
lasts might very by individual, but continued distress is a signal of difficulty. 
Expectation and preparation can have a great deal to do with how post-graduation 
changes, both expected and unexpected, are received. Some graduates recognize that not 
only will things change, they know that they themselves will encounter surprises. Others 
think they can anticipate all that will happen; these are the people more likely to be 
thrown when something doesn't work out as planned. Sense of control and predictability 
are disrupted, and the familiar, counted-on support of the college environment is no 
longer available. The experience is exacerbated because it coincides with on-going 
developmental shifts in discovering an internal voice and self-direction. External points 
of orientation make a dramatic shift at the same time that the self is perhaps still being 
defined. 
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When the embeddedness culture disappears at just the moment we are beginning 
to emerge from it, it may feel as if the evolutionary motion of separation is more a 
matter of our being thrown from, of our being rejected, of our being made object 
(Kegan, 1982, p. 130). 
Not all seniors and new graduates experience fear and anxiety; some approach the 
transition with eagerness, excitement, and confidence. These individuals may experience 
a smooth transition with a just few minor bumps. On the other hand, their early optimism 
could turn to disillusionment if things do not turn out as anticipated in the first months or 
years in the "real world" and they had not prepared for surprises. The first step in helping 
new graduates is to understand more about the rapid changes that take place in the early 
months and years post graduation. Eventually, most new graduates become well-adjusted 
adults with jobs, families, and adult lives; but what are the early steps in that 
transformation? Does the transition from college end with finding a first job? 
My Research 
In order to try to answer some of these questions and learn how recent graduates 
managed their transitions, I wanted to speak with seniors and recent graduates about their 
experiences. In all, I interviewed nine young people, eight women and one man. Five 
were interviewed three times each over a period of roughly two-and-a-half to three years; 
three were interviewed twice over a period of roughly a year and a half, and one was 
interviewed only once. Interviews were semi-structured and lasted between thirty and 
ninety minutes each and each yielded between ten and twenty single-spaced pages of 
transcript. Each interview was transcribed verbatim, but the excerpts below have been 
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edited for readability and to protect confidentiality. All participants graduated with a 
bachelor's degree between 2006 and 2009. I have given each participant a pseudonym 
and changed minor biographical details. The chart below shows the intervals between 
interviews and the distance from graduation at each interview. A code of G -2 indicates 
that the interview took place two months prior to graduation; G +9 indicates nine months 
post graduation, etc. With the exception of names, all other biographical information in 
the chart is accurate. 
Christina Lindse 
F F 
Int. 1: Age 23 Age 22 Age 22 Age 22 Age 23 Age22 Age 20 Age 23 Age22 
Gt6 G t10 Gt8 G·2 Gt22 Gt9 G-13 Gt18 G-1 
working FT working FT working FT FT student working FT FT Grad FT student working FT FT student 
working FT Student 
lnt.2: Age25 Age24 Age 24 Age23 Age 25 Age24 Age22 n/a Age23 
G t25 G t28 G t27 Gt17 Gt41 G t28 G t3 n/a G t15 
working FT working FT working FT working FT working FT FT Grad about to n/a working FT 
Student start FT job 
Int. 3: Age 26 Age 25 Age25 Age 25 Age 26 n/a n/a n/a n/a 
G t39 G t42 Gt41 G t36 G t54 n/a n/a n!a n/a 
working FT working FT working FT working FT working FT n/a n/a n/a n/a 
School PT 
Table 6.1 : Chart of Participants and Interviews 
The work statuses showed above bear some explanation, as all is not a steady as it 
might appear. Although most pmticipants were working full time at each interview, some 
had changed jobs during intervening periods. When I first interviewed Jean, she was on 
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her second job since graduation. By the second interview she had left that position and 
was in her third post-graduation job. She was still in that job by the thil·d interview, and 
said she loved it; she had been there, at that point, for two and a half years and anticipated 
staying for the foreseeable future. At all three interviews she was living in an apartment 
with her long-term boyfriend, who became her fiancee. 
Peggy was in her first job at the time of our first interview. A graduate of a small 
New England college, she had moved to Boston after graduation and was sharing an 
apartment with Anna, a friend from college and another participant in this study. Peggy 
was still with the same company at our second interview, but although she had received a 
desired change in job duties she was quite unhappy there and contemplating leaving. She 
had moved to new apartment and was living alone. By the third interview she was in a 
new job, but had active plans to leave that and move back to the west coast (where she 
was from originally) and go to graduate school. 
Anna was in the same job, the first job she took after graduation, at all three 
interviews. At our first interview she was living with Peggy; at our second interview she 
had moved to a different apartment with another friend; at our third interview she was in 
the same apartment but had a different roommate. Anna had always spoken of going to 
graduate school, and by the third interview she had started graduate classes part-time. 
Sharon began her full time job prior to graduation. During our frrst interview she 
was in college and living in an off-campus apartment with several roommates; at the 
second interview she was living alone in an apartment; at the third interview she was 
living in a different apartment with her boyfriend. She had remained with the same 
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company and was still there at the time of our third interview, although she was then 
considering leaving for a move to another part of the country with her romantic partner. 
Chloe's original plan to enter the Peace Corps immediately after graduation had 
failed to come to fruition due to a medical problem. At our first interview she was in her 
first post-graduation job and was extremely unhappy there. By the second interview she 
had changed jobs and was now happy with both her duties and the atmosphere she 
worked in; she was still in that job at the time of the third interview but considering 
leaving to go to graduate school. Chloe had attended college out of state where she had 
lived in an off-campus apartment. Upon graduation she had moved home to her mother's 
house, where she was living at the time of our frrst interview. By our second interview 
she had moved out and had change apartments once. By our third interview she was 
living in her third post-graduation apartment with a romantic partner. 
Kelly bad entered a doctoral program immediately after receiving her B.A. and 
was still in the program at the time of the second interview. She had moved home to her 
parents' house after college graduation and was still living there at our second and final 
interview. 
Christina was the only participant interviewed as a college junior. In her frrst 
interview she discussed many possible options for her post-graduation career, including 
entering the Peace Corps. At the time of the second interview she was about to start a job 
in the Admissions office of the college from which she had just graduated. She was also 
about to move into her frrst apartment and would be living with three roommates, one of 
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whom was her romantic partner from college. She did not respond to requests for a third 
interview. 
Lindsey was interviewed only once. Her story is somewhat different from the 
others, as it involves a major disappointment that dramatically impacted the post-
graduation life she had anticipated having. She was working but was not fulfilled by what 
she was doing. She had been referred to me by another participant. At the time of our 
interview she was living in an apartment with a "random roommate, who is very nice." 
After graduation Michael accepted a part-time retail job in Boston, the city where 
he had gone to college, but didn't start it because he was offered a full-time job in a small 
business where a friend from college also worked. He worked there for just over a year 
and then decided it was time to leave Boston. Although a native New Englander, he 
moved to Florida where he had friends and family. At G +29 he reported that he had 
taken a retail job in Florida after an eight month period of unemployment and was an 
Assistant Manager. At G +34 he moved back to New England after being approached 
with a job offer from his previous boss (personal correspondence.) 
For many of these recent graduates the immediate post-college period included 
changes to living and employment situations as well as to romantic relationships. Most 
kept a firm connection with friends from college and/or high school. Some made new 
friends at work or through an existing extended friendship network. Many took pride in 
their identity as an alum of their undergraduate institution, and four had made an effort to 
go back to the campus for a visit within the first year after graduation. They all worked to 
create, maintain, and verify one or more new identities to replace the lost student identity. 
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The student identity can be a hard one to relinquish. It is not uncommon for 
seniors or recent graduates to fantasize about or actively seek a job working at their alma 
mater, as Clu·istine did. The environment is known and comfortable, and friends who 
have not yet graduated are still around. For some, working at their college might also be 
seen as a way to pay for graduate school, as many colleges offer tuition remission to 
employees. 
The idea of going to graduate school can be an interesting illustration of gap 
management. About to graduate and facing the unknown, seniors who visit college career 
centers often talk about graduate school as something to fall back on if they don't get a 
job or as a natural next step after college. Many of these students have no idea what field 
they want to go to graduate school in; for them, "grad school" is a generic plan. Graduate 
school can be a response to the fear of liminality, to anticipated extrinsic reward, or to 
genuine intrinsic motivation. It can be part of a career plan. Of the nine people I 
interviewed, one (Kelly) was ah·eady in graduate school and most others, at least in the 
first interview, were contemplating the possibility for some future point. What did 
graduate school represent to each of them? In some cases it was an effort to avoid a gap, 
to remain a student for a while longer, to do something that they already knew they were 
good at. In some cases it was seen (correctly or incorrectly) as a reasonable or even 
necessary career move. For some it was what they had always assumed (and what their 
families had always assumed) they would do. It appears that Chloe's approach represents 
gap management; Sharon's does not, at this point. 
Chloe (G +22): I've always got sort of my eye on the future, about ·where I'm 
going, and I'm continuing to take classes and things like that .. . I've got son1e different 
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ideas. I'm. not really sure exactly where I'm going, probably back to school in some 
capacity or another ... I am planning on taking the GRE 's in the fall, and filling out 
applications for grad school programs, and I'm. also looking into different positions in 
different industries that will get me somewhere that I actually have room to grow. 
[What's the motivation behind going to graduate school?] To be doing something 
interesting. I want to be doing something that I'm passionate about. And I'm not 
passionate about being smneone 's adm.inistrative assistant. [What would the thing be that 
you'd want to be doing?] Well, I try to have an idea of what the future is going to be, but 
I also try very much to be in the present, and I really like being a student. I really enjoy 
that lifestyle. I like the people that you meet when you're a student. That's why I chose to 
work at a university, but that's not exactly the same thing. So I'm really going to enjoy 
being a student for a little while longer. And I don't see any reason not to. 
Sharon (G + 17): I've definitely thought about graduate school a fair anwunt, but 
I don't want to go to business school just to go. I know it's a possibility because once I 
figure out what I want to do, or at least what I want to do for some chunk of time, that 
will determine whether or not I need to go to business school. There are a lot of things 
that I'm considering where I would most definitely need to go to business school. But I'm 
hesitant to say that I really want to go, because I feel that that's the cookie cutter path .... 
Getting your MBA is different from getting your masters in some other fields, I think, in 
that people do it later. The average time for being out of undergrad before you enter an 
MBA program is like five years. So it's too early. 
The graduates I interviewed experienced different kinds of gaps and handled them 
in different ways. I have selected four stories to examine in depth: Kelly, Jean, Peggy and 
Lindsey. Their voices are presented below through selected and edited portions of their 
interviews. Editing has been done for clarity and to protect narrator confidentiality; no 
substantive changes were made. My questions are inserted only where I feel they are 
needed in order to explain shifts in topic or particular responses. Each story is different 
and represents a different kind of transition. I admire and thank these young women for 
their candor and eloquence in relating their stories. 
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Kelly 
For Kelly, the decision to go to graduate school was made after much struggle 
with self-doubt; her gap was that she knew what she wanted to do, but wondered if she 
was capable of living up to the requirements. While the initial impetus was extrinsic 
reward (a necessary credential if she wanted to pursue her field) it soon became clear to 
her that this pursuit would be intrinsically rewarding on its own. Kelly experienced a gap 
not in her career choice but in the realm of friendships and social relationships. Her 
friends are all working, which creates a gulf between them; she tries to close the gap by 
drawing a parallel in identities, by realizing that although her friends are working, she, 
too has a job, and her job is to go to school. She also periodically experiences a gap 
between her love for her subject and her belief in her own capabilities to compete and do 
as well as others in the program. She verbalizes the gap she feels around her newly 
acquire role of teacher; it is clear that for her, the students are a source of verification for 
her teacher identity. She actively pursues her identity goal while at the same time trying 
to maintain relationships that anchor her in a sense of continuity. I first interviewed Kelly 
in the spring of her first year as a doctoral student. We can listen as she explains her 
experience. 
Kelly (G +9): I knew I was going to have to get more schooling if I was going to 
be a professor or do research in global non-profits. I'd seen the job listings, and they all 
wanted a Masters or Ph.D. So I knew I'd have to go to school for either one, really, 
unless I wanted to do social work, but that wasn't as much my passion; my passion was 
doing research and academic-related things. 
One of my courses that fall semester of senior year was just brutal. The teacher 
was really tough and kind of mean. He kept saying "this is how grad school is going to 
be, and you have to get your writing up to this level." I began to think "I don't know if I 
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really want to go to grad school. I hate this right now, I hate this class. " I got really 
upset. It was winter of my senior year and the deadlines for graduate school applications 
were coming soon. I thought "I don't know if I want to do this, " and I kind of went back 
and forth. I'd already taken the GRE's, and I did so-so on them. There were still times 
when I enjoyed the papers that I was doing, and I knew that I liked to learn, and I liked to 
write. So I weighed it and thought "this is really stressful right now, but at the same time 
it's probably the only thing I really want to do." 
My professors were very encouraging about grad school. They didn't tell me what 
to do, they just helped me, reassured me that I could do it, that I'd excel in it, and to be 
confident in my ability . ... I do have this professional goal, but at the same time it 's still 
kind of up there and unreachable. I don't know exactly what it will be, but it will have 
something to do with getting a Ph.D., and doing something in academia or research. I've 
thought a lot in graduate school about how this is going to be my job, and how important 
the goals are relating to my dissertation. It's definitely more like this is professional 
work, and the study that I'm doing for this class is going to help my professional career, 
rather than just working for that "number" like you do in high school and undergrad. 
Now I'm thinking of it as my job to study and write these papers. I'll probably be doing 
something in this academic setting forever. So it's different. It's a different level. 
I really can't see myself doing anything else. I don't think I would be any happier 
in a job that I'm not as passionate about as I am learning about Anthropology, and 
learning about cultures, and learning about people. I don't think I'd be any happier. It 
might be less stressful at times, but in the long run I think I made the right decision . ... 
There are going to be these years that are really tough, but I don't regret not going 
directly into work ... Even with all the stress there is, I think I'm in the right place. 
I'm a teaching fellow now; I do discussion sessions, and grading, and what-not 
for freshman and sophomore anthropology students. [Were there any feelings that you 
had around being in a different role, suddenly, in relationship to your students?] Oh, 
yeah. I'm still first year, and I fee/like they're probably looking at me like "this girl ... " 
(if they know- if they know! that I'm right out of undergrad) ... They might feel that I'm 
no more competent than they are. Granted, I have probably spent a lot more time reading 
and doing papers than any of them, but I still kind of get nervous that they're thinking 
"we're 19 and she's 22, why should she be teaching us, and grading us?" I think the 
hardest time I have is with grading. Any teacher, any experienced teacher would say it's 
hard, because you're subjective in some ways and trying to be objective. That was 
definitely a difficult transition, to go from being a person that gets graded- and I'm still 
a person who gets graded- to the person who is doing the grading, and seeing what 
counts as the best paper and what counts as the worst paper. Grading was definitely 
difficult. Going from the role of being a student to being the teacher, I had a lot of 
difficulty with that .... I ended up building a good professional relationship with the 
students I had last semester. When they would email me for help, or when they would 
send me an article or smnething that was really interesting, or when one asked me for a 
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recommendation for a job, that made me feel, not only good, but also like "Oh I am in the 
role of a teaching fellow, I am taken seriously." 
This semester I'nz in the lecture hall, and it's a very different experience. I'm still 
trying to work my way through it. I'm like, should I be lecturing? Because they're all 
sitting in their lecture seats, and you can't really get a good discussion going. It's kind of 
a different role than it was last semester when we were sitting around a conference table 
and discussing the articles for the week. Now I'm in a lecture hall, and I'm. presenting to 
them, and they 're presenting back to me ... Itjustfeels like a different role .. . This semester 
I'm not really sure where the students stand and how they look at me, because I don't 
have that relationship with them yet. They're emailing me about turning in a paper late, 
but that 's about it. So I still have these doubts; do they see me as just this 22 year old 
grading their papers, giving them. a bad grade ? The role now is a little bit more confused 
thanfirst semester ... It's interesting. Two experiences; two learning experiences. 
By our second interview (G +28), Kelly was a third year graduate student. She did 
not teach in her second year, but had just learned at the time of the interview that she 
would be granted a fellowship to teach a course that coming spring. At the second 
interview she is participating more actively in the life of the department and feels more 
that she belongs there, although she still feels that the older students have more 
experience and are more competent in some ways. She still struggles with fully owning 
an academic identity and believing that she can meet the high standards required. She is 
thinking about career options, and as she says, staying open. 
G +28: I still haven 'tfully decided which direction I want to go in. !feel I would 
be happy teaching, being a professor, and !feel I could just do research. It might be good 
that I'm not limiting myself, because it is really competitive to get any kind of academic 
job right now. I'm sure it will be hard to get a research job. So I still am thinking. I have 
three years to figure that out. I've kind of lead myself in a direction where I can do 
research with some kind of non-profit thing, too, [something] policy oriented .. .. I don't 
know, I'm still kind of keeping that open. I probably would like to be a professor, I think, 
but I'm not limiting myself. 
[Teaching] still makes 1ne a little nervous, because I stillfeellike I am 24 and 
they 're sophomores and juniors .... But it's going to be my own course, so maybe they'll 
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look at me a little bit differently, too. Rather than just being a Teaching Assistant, where 
they know we're grad students, I'm going to design the syllabus. It's a huge opportunity. 
I'm actually really, really excited about it. We have a mentor in the department who will 
1nake sure everything 's suitable, but we get a lot of freedom. I'm going to be tough. I'm 
not going to be out of control tough ... but I'll wear "professional attire," probably, and 
hopefully they'll respect me. But I still do feel like I'm young, and I don't have my 
doctorate yet. [Do you feel like you have knowledge to impart?] I do. I'm, going to take a 
lot of material that I used to study, but also bring in some new aspects. I think I'm pretty 
confident about it. 
[Do you feel like you're in the world you should be in?] In the academ,ic world? 
Sometimes I don't. When I get feedback and they say "Great job," or "Thanks, you're so 
organized, " then !feel like "Oh I belong here!" But sometimes, like going to a 
conference where you're supposed to critique someone on the spot, I get stressed out. I 
see people coming up with these questions and comments just from listening to the talk, 
and I'm working on trying to do that. But then I'll be like "Why am I even here?" I don't 
know. 
How I pull away is sonzetimes I'll procrastinate ... I'll just pull away from some 
work, because I think "I'm not smart enough to write that," or "this is going to be bad 
anyway" and that will make me stress out even nwre .... I do kind of pull away when I'm 
doubting myself So I have to just get over it. And keep going. 
In both interviews, but particularly the first, Kelly struggled with the growing gap 
between her identity as an academic and her identity as one of a group of friends. She 
tried hard to balance the two, but the effort was frustrating, at least in the beginning. By 
the second interview at G +28, she had begun to feel more comfortable and reconcile 
these two aspects. 
G +9: !feel concerned about my relationships with my girlfriends a little bit, 
because I'm not able to go to all the parties and everything they do. I think sometimes 
they might see it as me choosing not to go out with them. I tell them, that they work, and 
they aren't able to see me from 9 to 5, so it's the same thing. S01netimes I feel they don't 
understand .... I wish I had more time to spend with my friends, but it's a tough time right 
now. It's definitely more pronounced now, that we're on separate paths ... I felt in 
undergrad that I was losing touch a little bit because I wasn't going out and partying 
every Thursday, Friday, Saturday like they were all still doing, but it got even harder to 
maintain ties, I guess, once I got to grad school. 
219 
Sometimes I would like my girlfriends .. . to understand a little bit better how much 
I'm. doing, and that it's not anything personal against them that I'm choosing to do my 
twenty page paper on a Friday night rather than go out with them .... I guess what I'd tell 
them. is "it's my job; I have to complete these papers so I can get on to the next level, or 
even so that I can keep my scholarship, which is kind ofthe same thing that you're doing 
to get your salary." I would want them to take it seriously. Sometimes I think they do get 
it, but I think sometimes they still forget. 
There are times when I think if only I was working I could go out to dinner right 
now, or I could watch this TV show, and I could just leave everything. It would be 5:00, 
and I could just be done. I'd have that goal from 9-5 and at 5:00 I'd have completed my 
goal for the day. In this graduate school environment you feel that there's always 
something you should be working on, or there 's always something you should be reading, 
or going back to the thing you didn'tfinish reading before. 
G +28: I still get stressed out. I think I talked a lot last time about not having 
many places to vent. Everybody was wondering why I wouldn't be able to go out with 
them at a certain time. I don't feel like there's as much pressure there anymore, which is 
nice. _ I feel I can kind of do my own thing a little bit and not have to worry about that, but 
it will weigh on me. I'll have anxiety about how my friends are perceiving me, and that 
does add stress. 
My boyfriend will support me through anything, but he never really wants to read 
my papers. I don't really mind too much because he's in a technical field and I don't 
understand anything that he's ever talking about, but I listen, at least. To my parents 
everything I do is great, but sometimes I feel like I probably need a little bit nwre 
criticism. They love everything I write, if they read it, after the fact. But I kind of wish I 
had someone for when I'm trying to make these big decisions. I feel kind of like I'm 
wandering alone when it comes to that. 
I f eel like I'm re-establishing connections with my friends. I'm in pretty good 
shape with both of my groups of friends .... A lot of my friends actually ... have separate 
lives now too, so I think they might understand a little bit more .... I guess I'm being more 
proactive in planning, too, so I can work with my own schedule and still invite them to do 
stuff I think they appreciate that too; it stinks to hear someone say over and over again 
"Oh I can't make it, I can't make it." I'm trying to be a better friend, balancing all the 
stuff I have going on. 
I feel comfortable when I'm. with my friends outside of school, but we don't really 
discuss these "high theory" types of things. I'm missing the academic excitement when it 
comes to that kind of stuff But then when I'm in this academic setting I still kind of feel 
that I belong with my other friends, just talking about Project Runway or something. 
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Kelly was dealing with the external change of being a graduate student rather than 
an undergraduate. Because she had been very academically focused as an undergraduate, 
the difference in roles is not great. Her assumptive world was one with which she was 
mostly familiar, although the stakes had been raised; she was now entering her 
professional life. The identity of student merged with the identity of academic and was 
projected into the future. Although she had chosen an identity that was intrinsically 
motivated and consonant with the values and interests of her self, she struggled with 
whether she was truly capable of living up to her image of an academic. One task facing 
her, therefore, was to bring her self in line with what she saw as her external role; she 
needed to believe that she could do this, that she could be a competent academic. Her new 
role as teacher also required external validation. While she believed she had knowledge 
to impart and had the confidence to be "tough," she needed to know that others accepted 
her in that role. She used the identity feedback from her students to scaffold her progress 
toward that new identity, and plans to wear "professional attire" to help mark her teacher 
status. 
Kelly also experienced a gap between her desire to be a good friend and her self-
belief that she was failing as a friend. She was quite concerned with how her friends 
viewed her in that regard. She began to actively arrange opportunities to demonstrate to 
herself and to others that she indeed valued their friendship . Added to this however was 
the feeling that there were few people in her life who fully understood her situation, her 
motivations, and her academic values. In which world did she belong? Could she be an 
academic and still watch Project Runway with her friends? 
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Kelly had made an identity commitment after an internal struggle, and she felt her 
identity to be intrinsic. She had made a clear commitment to a goal and was still in the 
process of reaching that goal. In spite of kudos from the faculty, however, she found her 
third year to be highly stressful in terms of workload and her self-expectations. Her 
inability to decide on a dissertation topic was for her a barrier to progress, and had left 
her for the time being in a distressed and liminal state. In her words, she had not yet 
"jumped over that hurdle." She spoke about not being able to sleep due to worry. Her task 
in gap management was to find a topic and create a large target on which she could focus 
for the next few years. While her overall goal is clear (to complete her Ph.D.) not having 
that specific dissertation target is leaving her in the ruminative loop that accompanies 
goal-less liminality. 
Kelly's transition has thus far been relatively smooth. She has encountered very 
little in graduate school that was unexpected. It could be argued that because she stayed 
in a student role, she is not yet really "post college." Her internal self and external 
identities have remained closely tied, and have moved forward almost in tandem. She 
actively works to close gaps that appear due to new external circumstances (e.g, 
teaching). Her transition to a graduate student identity is best described by Figure 4.5. 
Her transition to Ph.D. is following the trajectory of Figure 4.4. She will need to 
persevere over the rough spot of choosing and committing to a dissertation topic, 
however. In some ways, she sees the dissertation topic as being an identity determinant, 
as she believes it will have strong influence over the kinds of jobs she will get in the 
future. 
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Overall, Kelly was in the loop of Figure 4.18, eagerly approaching interim targets 
and feeling that she had accomplished some but was still working on others. She reaches 
forward and pushes through challenges, constantly keeping her end goal in mind. At 
times when she is feeling overwhelmed, anxious, and believing she might fail to deliver 
high quality work, she sometimes slips into the avoidance loop of Figure 4.16. Although 
she makes these occasional and temporary digressions in order to rest and re-group, she 
remains firmly in the perseverance loop and continues to anticipate ultimate success. One 
challenge she faces is to find people with whom she can share her academic identity and 
build connections in that regard. Kelly recognizes, and is actively working to satisfy, the 
basic needs of the self for continuity, connection, competence, control, and autonomy. 
Jean 
Jean's transition experience was very different. She had been a first-generation 
college student, in fact the first person in her extended family to go to college. From the 
beginning her path was self-determined. Her decision to go to college was her own, and 
although she felt strongly supported by her parents in her endeavor they were unable to 
advise her as to choice of school, choice of major, etc. 
Upon graduation Jean's assumptive world changed dramatically. She had two key 
points of stability: her strong relationship with her family and her relationship with her 
long-term boyfriend with whom she lived. The way the rest of her world changed was a 
shock to her. While a senior Jean had conducted a conscientious, methodical and diligent 
job search. She began the job search in the months before she graduated, went to her 
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college career office (for whose assistance she had nothing but high praise) and put into 
practice what she learned there about resume writing, cover letters, follow-up, 
interviewing, etc. Nevertheless, the process was stressful for her. In our first interview 
she described her experience. 
Jean (G +6): I was extremely stressed. Extremely .... It was amazingly stressful -
definitely- just trying to figure out what type of job and career you want to go into. 
Because even though I had had both part-time and full-time internships, I still didn't 
really know exactly what I wanted to do. I still don't know now! I mean it takes time, so 
that was part of the struggle. It was definitely just a really stressful time. 
She ultimately found a job which she entered almost immediately upon 
graduation. At that point, however, more difficulties began. 
I kind of jumped right into that job because I had done co-ops and internships in 
that field. I had found that, front sending my resUlne out, I had gotten a better response 
from that type of company. I didn 't really know what I wanted to do, so since I was 
getting a lot of responses, I decided to just go with that. I was good at it, I knew how to 
do it, but it wasn't anything I was crazy about. I was there for about three weeks, and it 
was much different than anything I had ever experienced .. .. 
I could tell right off the bat that a lot of people weren't happy there. Usually 
that's not something you'd say to a new employee, but a lot of the younger people, when 
I'd ask them how they liked it, they 'd say "Oh, this is just for now, it'sjustfor my 
resum.e" and they were all looking for jobs while they were there. So I thought "Oh, I'll 
stick this out for a year, and if I like, it, I'll end up staying. But I'll give at least a year. " 
So that was my plan, to stay whether I liked it or not, just so I didn't give up. I've never 
quit anything. I've never been fired from anything, either. So that was my initial plan. 
They were just, not a nice group of people, I would say, and I was fired after three 
weeks. They really didn't give me any warning before-hand, they didn't tell me they were 
unhappy with anything, I had no idea at all that they weren't happy with m.e. I was trying 
my hardest. But I had made a few mistakes ... small mistakes, but I guess to them, they 
thought I wasn't the right fit. So that was really a surprise and a shock to m.e. I was really 
taken aback. I needed a job because I'd started repaying my loans and I needed to save 
up. I live on my own, I don't live with my parents, so I needed to go look for another job 
immediately. The day after I was fired I was out there looking for a job, but it was an 
emotional whirlwind. It was crazy. I didn't know who to tum to, so I emailed my career 
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counselor from school and I tried to get advice from her. I got another job, but I don't 
even know how I did it. It wasn't in the same field, and I don't plan on going back to that 
field again- it was a horrible experience. 
Now I'm working for a non-profit, doing fundraising. I work with a Development 
Officer, and I basically help her with anything she needs. I like it a lot. It's a lot different 
than what I did before. !feel like I'nt really doing something that ntatters, so I think that 
is a big change. Definitely. Once I got fired, I really didn't know what to do, and I knew I 
wanted a change, so in my job search I was like "!need to do something totally 
different." I must have seen a job listing for a development position because I started 
looking for development positions after that. I thought "!think I would like that. " ... I've 
been there about six weeks now .. .. I don't know if I'm going to do it for my whole career, 
but I definitely can see myself staying therefor a while. 
When I was on co-op, I thought "Oh I'm going to be a pro at this when I 
graduate; it's not going to be a big deal, I'm going to already know what it feels like to 
work 40-hour weeks," because I did. But when I graduated I found it was really hard to 
switch over and into the mode of "OK, now I'm an employee here." It's much different 
now, going in everyday and knowing "Well this is my life from now until who knows 
when," because at least when you're on co-op you know "Alright, six months and then 
I'm done here." If you hate it you can lookforward to that; but when you're on a job it's 
like "Oh, this is it," and you kind of feel doomed at times. So it's definitely different. 
[Do you think about school much?] Yeah, I do. I love school, I think about school 
all the time. I'd love to go backfor a Master's, but I don't know what to get it in so that's 
why I haven 't gone back yet. But I loved being in classes and writing papers; it's just a 
totally different life-style. Having days off, it was great! I loved school. I've gone back to 
visit. It's right there near work, so I go there all the time. And I have some friends who 
are still there .... It feels weird [to think of myself as an alum.] !was there so long. !felt 
like I was always going to be there, as a student, and I think I'd like to still be there as a 
student; it's safer ... I think I would definitely love to work in a college- I love college-
I'd love to stay in college -I'd love working with students. 
I think [what surprised me about life after graduation was] just kind of a feeling 
of being lost-! don't know. I don't know if that's a great way to explain it, but I didn 't 
think it would happen like that. I mean a lot of people say it's the hardest transition you'll 
make, going from college to real life. I never thought it would be that big of a deal, 
because I did co-op, and I knew what it was like to work forty hours a week- but it is, it 's 
totally different than what I thought it would be. It is. It's like, "Oh, this is it? This is all 
there is? It 's just this job?" I'm kind of like an assistant. I thought I'd be more than this 
at this point, because I did co-op and all this stuff So you start to question, like 
everything that you've known. It's kind of scary. I know I keep saying that, but definitely, 
yeah; I think that was a major surprise. 
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It's just not knowing where you're going to end up. I mean I had a job for almost 
a month, and !lost that job. I've been at my job now for about six weeks and I hope to 
stay here for at least a year so I can at least put it on my resume and have something, but 
I don't know if that's going to happen, if a new opportunity will cmne up, or ... I don't 
know what's going to happen in the future. I think that's what I mean by lost. I'm not sure 
where I'm going. I don 't know. There are so many different things you can do. I see so 
many people having different jobs, and I'm like "Oh, I wonder if I could do that. " Or 
"Oh, I could probably do that instead of this, and make more money. " So it's like a 
constant thing every day that you think about. It's not like, "Oh, ok, I'm happy with my 
job." Everyone my age, I don't know one person who says "I'm happy with my job and 
that's it. " All my friends, even my friends that have great jobs, they are all always 
thinking about "what's next." 
I think [what 's hard is] mainly adjusting to working every day, and just adjusting 
to "this is where I am. in life. " That "!guess this is the highest position I can be at, as 
someone' s assistant." So it's just accepting that ... That's been really hard, because I 
know I can do so much more .... When people ask me what I do I always want to say all 
these others things, but I'm not quite there yet, I'm not doing them yet. So that's definitely 
frustrating .... You expect one thing, and you get another. Mostly the things you expect, 
the way you expect them, it ends up being that way. But when I was in college, I thought 
this would be different ... I thought that when I got close to graduation I would find what I 
wanted to do and it would be perfect, and it would work out, and I'd be in afield and I'd 
just want to stay in that field, or in that company. And it's just not that way. It 's more of 
an adjustment. It's more of accepting things the way they are. Because you need a job. 
You need money. 
When I was in college I had a total wrong perception of what things pay. Then 
when you get out there in the real world, and you are on interviews and they give you the 
salary range, it 's like "Oh. OK. " I was on an interview once and I thought it was so 
great; and right at the end, they're like "we just want to let you know up front that this 
pays [this much] and no more." And I was like, "Oh, no." ltjust hit me like a ton of 
bricks. I thought, I can 't take this job, because I can't live off it. And I wanted that job so 
much. So I think when you're in college you don't think about all those things. You just 
think about "What's going to make me happy, alright I'm going to do that." 
[Five years down the road] I can see myself writing. I love to write. Ultimately I'd 
love to write for a magazine, and I hope that's where I am in five years; either writing or 
working in advertising. I just hope I'm. happy. So five years from now, I hope everything 
I'm doing now gets me to a good place, a good place where I'm happy. 
When I first met Jean she was very unhappy. She was struggling to retain hope for 
her future, and although she tried hard, she seemed to almost despair of fmding a 
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direction. Unlike Kelly, she had not yet found her "passion," the thing that would 
resonate with her intrinsic self. This was disconcerting for her, particularly as she had 
always been very pro-active and achievement oriented; she alone had made the decision 
to go to college, had chosen a college, paid for college, and done the hard work necessary 
to get through. She was used to a feeling of efficacy, and to encounter failure, especially 
in the form of being fired, was unfamiliar and very difficult. She began to question her 
ability to make good decisions for herself. She was feeling "lost" and "doomed;" nothing 
was as she had expected, and she could no longer count on a predictable future that was 
within her control. The job she was in, she felt, did not utilize her skills and education. 
College had been "safer;" she knew she could do the work, complete assignments, and 
get feedback in the form of grades. In some ways she wished she could be back there. I 
left our frrst interview wondering what the future would hold for Jean. I was interested in 
what our second interview would reveal a year and a half later. When we met, the first 
thing I learned was that she had left her development job just a month after our previous 
interview. 
jean (G +25): I wasn't happy there, so I nzade a decision to leave in March. It just 
wasn't a good fit, and my boss and I didn't get along, at all. I kind of jumped into that 
job, but I knew I didn't want to stay. So I left. And it took me not too long to find another 
job, and I've actually been working at my new job ever since. I love it. I'm in a support 
unit at afinancial services finn. I've been there over a year now, and I love it. I do a lot 
of different things. I order supplies, I plan events, I help with all the background stuff to 
building of a company. I love the company, I love the people, I love what I do, and I plan 
on staying for a very long time. 
When I left the other position I went on interviews right away, and I got 
interviews quickly which was great. And I did get some job offers, but I wanted to make 
sure that I picked the job that I wanted to stay in. I didn't want to go to another job and 
end up leaving again. So I was kind of picky. 
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It was very stressful, especially because I had my loans coming due, and I had to 
start paying them. But I stuck it out, and somehow I came across this job and I don't 
know, it was just appealing. When I met the people there, I just knew. They said that there 
was a lot of room to grow and make the position into what I wanted it to be. I really liked 
the idea of that, and it really has become that. When I started off there I was in my 
current unit but also I was providing receptionist coverage for part of the day. Then after 
three months they promoted me; I didn't have to answer phones anymore. Now I just got 
promoted again and I'm going to have someone under me, like an assistant almost. So 
I'm. really, really excited. 
When I realized how unhappy I was [in the development job], I realized that I 
needed to leave. At first I was like "I need to stay here at least a year, I need to put 
something on my resume, people are going to think I'm crazy if I leave. " But then people 
would say to me, "That 's a whole year of your life that you'rejust wasting, just to have 
something on your resume. " So I finally got the courage to leave. I had tried to make it 
something it wasn't. I didn't see a future, I didn't !mow where I would go from there, I 
didn't even know how I got there! I kind of just applied, and they called me in. I didn't 
think places would call me, and they did, so when I got the job offer I couldn't tum it 
down. I just had been fired. I needed a job. And [since then] so, so much has changed. 
When I started that next job search, I knew that I wanted to wait until I found 
something that I wanted. A job that I wanted, that I knew I would like. So I forced myself 
to not take other jobs. I interviewed for all kinds of jobs, and I got some job offers, but I 
just couldn 't see myself in any of those roles. I'm so glad that I did that, and that I didn't 
take those other positions. It was well worth the wait. 
I think I had changed, a little bit. Maybe matured, and saw what I would want out 
of a job, whereas when I first graduated I just wanted to get a job. All my friends had 
jobs, or were really happy, or even the ones that weren't happy, at least they had like a 
steady job. So I think that's why I went jumping around, job to job. But then I realized 
that it's not just a job; I wanted to start my career. I wanted to get a job that could turn 
into a career. Now I can definitely see myself staying at this job, maybe taking some 
classes, or getting a Master's, and just growing with the company. Because honestly, I 
love it there. I couldn 't picture myself somewhere else. I feel like I have a career, and a 
real job, and I don't know - I feel/ike I fit in at this company. 
I don't really go back to [my college] campus, ever. I don't know, I think I've 
gotten wrapped up in my job, and moved towards that way, and I haven't really had the 
need to stay connected. 
[Keeping up with my friends] is still a struggle, because they 're two totally 
different sets of friends, and I'm different when I'm with each of them. I still see old 
groups of friends, but we're all in different places in our lives. My college friends, a lot of 
them, are single and getting new careers; a lot of my high school friends are married or 
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about to get married, and some of them have kids. [And you've got a little bit of both 
going on.] Yeah. I think it will always be like that for me. I'm very close with my older 
brothers, they didn 't go to college. I'm with them a lot. But then I also have my college 
friends. So yeah, it's a balance. 
[Do you think of yourself as an adult?] I have been thinking about that a lot 
lately. And it's weird. Your early twenties just go by so fast. In two weeks I'll be twenty-
five, and it doesn't fee/like I'll be twenty-five. But when I think about everything I've 
gone through, then I'nzlike "Wow. I am older." I have a twenty-one year old brother 
and I think of him as so young. When I compare myself to other people, that's when I'm 
like "I guess I am an adult now." I've gone through so much. I see the interns at work, 
and I remember being them, and I think "Wow, that was a long time ago." So that's 
been something I've been struggling with, just facing that I'm tuming twenty-five. It's 
kind of a big deal to me right now. Yeah, I definitely feel more like an adult than a 
college age person. Some of my friends graduated and moved home, and their parents 
are paying for their loans. They're in just a much different situation, so they can kind of 
be more relaxed and still go out all the time, and do all that stuff But I think when you're 
in a situation like mine, you're kind of forced to feel more adult and grown up. 
I did a lot of self-reflection [after I left the development job.] I really had to think 
"What do I want? What am I doing?" And that's when I realized I was wasting 1ny time, 
and that no matter how scary it would be, I had to leave. I just had to face up to that 
decision, and it was the hardest thing I've ever had to do. But I think that changed who I 
was, definitely. That's why I went into the next job search with a different outlook on 
what I was looking for, and different expectations. I didn't just take the first job I got an 
offer for. I took any interview I could get, obviously. But I leamed a lot on those 
interviews, and I learned not to just take a job because it's there. 
I think it's only something to see in hindsight. As !was going through it I knew 
something was different, and that's why I wasn't taking those jobs. I knew I had higher 
expectations, but now, looking back, I see how big that was - and how important it was 
that I did that. But I don't think I sat down one day and made this decision, it just 
happened. I knew that things needed to be different, but I didn't realize how different, and 
how important it would be. 
[In your last interview you said that at some point you'd like to be a writer.] Yeah 
I still write, on my own. I'm not sure if I'd want to pursue it professionally. It's something 
I enjoy doing, so I wouldn't want to do it for work ..... I'm enjoying where I am in my 
career right now; I don't think I'd ever turn it all around, just to write. It's not a huge 
focus for me. If, down the road, I ever did, that would be great, but it's not a huge thing 
forme now. 
By our third and final interview, Jean had transformed. She looked confident and 
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happy. She was still with the financial services firm, and at that point had been there for 
two and a half years. She was still engaged but she and her fiance had postponed the 
wedding in order to save more money to buy a house. In spite of their families' 
misgivings about this, they were both comfortable with their decision. 
Jean (G +39): Life is good, my job is good. It's just really busy. !fee/like I 
always have projects, which is good. My job is changing a lot, which is also good. A few 
months ago I met with my boss. We were just overloaded with projects, so we discussed 
possibly bringing someone on who would be above me and below her. But I told her that 
I would be willing to take on more responsibility and more challenges; that I was up for 
anything. She thought about it, and said alright. So I got promoted. I moved up and we 
hired a full-time intem to work below me and do smaller things, like the day-to-day 
things. It's been great. It's what I've wanted; I wanted more responsibility. 
I'm definitely on my own for a lot of the projects. My boss trusts me to do a good 
job. I feel like when she gives me something it's just up to me to figure out whclt to do, 
how to get it done the best way. I feel like most of the time I do pretty well. 
Things have changed in the past year, and definitely, for the better. It's weird; I 
feel older. I definitely feel older. After my 261h birthday, I was like "Wow. I feel different 
than I did in my early twenties. " I had just started this job. We got engaged just when I 
had started working here. Everything was new. Now I feel like I've been working for a 
few years and I'm in the swing of things, you know? It doesn't feel like co-op anymore. I 
fee/like I'm actually out there. 
[Do you think of yourself as an adult?] I guess in some ways, yeah. I would say 
definitely. It's just weird to step back and think about it. Day to day, the stuff I handle at 
work, and my home life, looking at houses, talking about getting married and having kids, 
trying to plan things out, you know, that all feels very adult. Definitely. And thinking long 
tenn about my career, how long should I stay here, how much can I get out of it, would I 
want to go to grad school, would I want to do this, those are all big decisions that require 
an adult's thinking. So definitely, !feel more like an adult now. I struggled a lot with my 
25'11 birthday; that was a big deal to me. I don't know why, but when it came, I was like 
"Oh my God, I'm twenty-five, I'm not in my young, early twenties anymore." Now that 
I've hit twenty-six, it's like "OK, I can do this." It took a while to accept it, but 1'112 
getting there. 
[You said in some ways you felt like an adult. Are there some ways in which you 
don't?] I don't know. Maybe it's because we rent, we haven't bought a house yet. Maybe 
that's the next step I need to fully feel like it. Because we are living in this two family 
230 
house, and there are these nice people upstairs, and it kind of feels like they're our 
parents sometimes. We go up there to eat, and they're the nicest people. So I guess 
sometimes I don'tfeellike I'm "on my own," you !mow. Yet we are. We pay all of our 
own bills, I pay my student loans every month, and my cell phone, and all that. So I guess 
in most ways, yeah- I am an adult. It's just hard to come to tenns with that. 
At work there are a lot of people my age, and a lot of people who I feel are in the 
same circumstance as me; they're not positive what they want to do with their life later, 
but they're happy there now. We all kind of have that in common. Like "Do I want to be 
here forever?" I like it for now, but in a few years I might want to do something else. 
And it's the same thing with them. They like it for now, but they don't know; they might 
want to go to grad school. So I feel like that uncertainty just bonds us. 
[Are you comfortable with where you are now, career-wise?] I've been thinking 
about that a lot lately, and it's a hard question. Because there are a lot of people who 
have been here forever. I mean, forever-forever; fifteen years. And I always wonder 
whether I want to end up being one of them. Because I love it here, and it's the type of 
place, everyone jokes about that, that you could end up being here forever and you don't 
even realize it. "Oh! It 's been seven years? Where did the time go?" So I don 't want to 
be one of those people where it just happens, you know? If I end up here for years on 
end, I want it to be planned out and there be a reason, and my position is changing, and 
I'm learning more and getting more out of it; not just that it's easy and everybody's nice. 
So that's something I've definitely been thinking about. But !fee/like I'll just go with it 
for now, and see how much it keeps changing, because everything is changing. It was just 
a few months ago that I was promoted. In a year I'll see what's happening and then re-
examine it. I'm trying to be as conscious of it as I can, of what's going on here, what's 
changing, and how long I should stay. I'm trying to be fully aware of it, so I'm not 
thrown off and "Oh it's been five years! Oh my God!" I'm making sure to keep that in 
the front of my mind so I don't get caught in that trap. I mean it's not a bad thing, I just 
want to make sure I get as much as I can out of the choice that I make. 
[What are you looking forward to?] I'm looking forward to seeing what I end up 
doing. I'm interested in so many different things; I always have been. There are so many 
different things I'm interested in, to this day. Like I always consider going to grad school. 
I look on line, and I don't even know what degree I would get. I look at all the degrees, 
and I'm like "Oh, I love going to school." I'm definitely interested to see what I end up 
doing. I'm interested to see how this job pans out, how long I will end up being here, and 
where I will end up going from here. [It sounds like more of a curiosity than an anxiety.] 
Yeah, definitely. I don 'tfeel anxious about it. [If you went back to grad school, what 
would be the motivation?] I feel like there's so much more I could learn. When I was in 
my senior year I started taking classes just to fulfill credits. I had finished all of my 
requirements, so just to fill credits I started taking random classes. I took classes in 
Sociology, and English; there were a f ew Literature classes that I took that I loved. They 
were my favorite classes in all my years there, and I didn't take them until senior year! I 
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loved them. I was saying I wish I had m.inored in Literature or Sociology. I wish I had 
known! I had no idea, I just randomly took them. So ever since then I've always been 
like, "I wish I could go back, and just take more classes." So that's what I've been 
thinking about, either taking more classes or getting a Master's degree. I don't know. 
There are just so many thoughts running through my head about what I'd like to do. I'm 
not focused enough to say "Oh, this is what I want to do" and go apply. It's not a priority 
right now. I don't really need to get a Master's and I don't have the money to get a 
Master's right now, so it's just something in the back of my head I may want to do once I 
decide where I want to go. 
I'm taking classes in a certificate program as part of my job here. In the classes 
I've actually learned a lot that I wish I had known beforehand. I love that. I love going to 
school, and hearing lectures, and just learning more about the stuff that I do. But I would 
never say I would rather be a student than working; I love working. I feel like I get so 
m.uch out of it. 
When I'm in those classes I'm always the youngest one. There are always people 
who are ten years older than me; I'd say that's the average age of the class. So I sort of 
feel young, but I fit in because I have stories and I've been here over two years and I've 
worked on really big projects. I have things to contribute, whereas before that never 
would have been the case. I feel like I belong. 
When I'm at home and find myself thinking about work, I realize this isn't just a 
job; this is a career. Like I'll be home having dinner and I'll have this ideafor work and 
tell my fiance about it. That's when I think "Wow, I'm really invested in this." I'm not 
just here from 9-5 and then go home and work is gone. I'm always thinking about ways to 
make things better, or save money, or "Oh, we could do this, or that." 
I think when you graduate, you shouldn't just think that you have it all planned 
out. Because that's what I thought. I graduated with honors, I was all set. I had a job, I 
found a job before I graduated, I was light years ahead of my friends; I was set! So I 
went to work in my first job, and I didn't think twice about it. This was just the way it 
goes. But it's not ever what you expected it to be. You have to be willing to be flexible, 
and accept change, and work with change. I was terrified; I never thought it would end 
well, after all the different experiences I had; it just went from bad to worse. Then this 
just ended up being a fantastic opportunity. To this day I still talk about it with my fiance: 
"I can't believe that I'm here, that I like it, that it worked out." After all the stuff I went 
through, I never thought it would work out. 
I feel like it's just a different mind-set that you learn, once you graduate. Because 
when you're graduating and you're looking for jobs and stuff, you don't know anything; 
not until you're out there and you're in the middle of it. I feel like you just have to learn 
by experience; it's so hard to learn that in the classroom. They have all kinds of classes 
to prep you for life after college, but it's hard to tell someone who's not there yet, and 
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have them, understand it fully. I tell people all the time, my brother and his friends, 
(they're all in college) "Make sure you do this! Make sure you do that!" He's like 
"Yeah, I got it." So people will learn however they want to learn, you know? You can't 
force anyone to know anything. 
You control, day to day, how you live. If you hate where you live, or who you're 
with, you can leave; you can get out of it. It might be hard, it might be terrible, but you 
can change it. So I feel like that's not something you can leam in the classroom, it's just 
something you have to leam on your own. And that's been the most important theme in 
my life; dealing with change. 
In the thirty-three months covered by these interviews, Jean demonstrated an 
internal strength and ability to direct her own life that was truly admirable. She had gone 
from feeling lost, anxious and "doomed, at times" to being happy in the present, excited 
about the future, and seeing herself as fully in control of her own destiny. Jean's post-
graduation experience began with an unexpected shock; she was fired from her first job. 
In desperation, she quickly took another job that made her equally unhappy. Nothing was 
as she had expected; things were not working out, and for a time she felt that she had no 
control over the situation. She was in a transition represented by Figure 4.6; she had 
planned for one thing, and gotten another. There was a gap between who she expected 
herself to be (competent, efficacious, and happy) and what the external world was 
presenting her with: the message that she might not have control over her own destiny 
after all, and that happiness in a career might be unattainable. Her emotions in the gap 
included depression, anxiety, and hopelessness. 
At the time of the first interview, which was perhaps her most confused point, 
Jean's emotional reaction to feeling overwhelmed was to contemplate a world where no 
transition was necessary; she thought about being back in school, about how competent 
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she felt there and how familiar and safe it was. This thought pattern is represented by 
Figure 4.16. She never acted on these feelings, however, and did not allow them to stop 
her from active goal pursuit in the real world. Had she been actively operating in an 
avoidance mode, she would have been denying or fighting the change, and her transition 
mode would have been that of Figure 4.8. 
She could have, at this point, accepted unhappiness as her lot and lived with those 
emotions. With determination, however, Jean created an active approach strategy to close 
the gap and attain what she wanted. She made what she later called one of the hardest 
decisions of her life; she quit her job to find a better one. She let go of a failed situation 
and willingly plunged even more deeply into uncertainty. She believed in her ability to 
find something that was right for her. She created a new external goal, gave herself new 
rules and guidelines for reaching it, and went back to a 4.4 transition. Overall, she was in 
the problem-solving loop of Figure 4.18. Her first attempts at finding a career identity 
post-college failed. Where she had started out eager, excited, and hopeful she became 
frustrated, sad, and hopeless. What kept her from repeating the failure-effort-failure loop 
was that she adopted a new strategy and new parameters. She figured out where she had 
gone wrong and used that as a guide to success. At our final interview she had achieved 
gap closure in the post-college transition, as represented by Figure 4.5. 
In some ways, Jean's initial career disorientation could be seen as resulting from 
lack of guidance, but this may have turned out to be a positive. Her family was unable to 
advise her because they had not "been there." She was left on her own to choose her own 
direction. In many cases, she says she "just picked" something with little or no rationale. 
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When her first job did not work out, she turned her back permanently on the entire 
industry. Because she had so many things that appeared to interest her, any career choice 
could be as good as another. For a time her choices felt quite random. In our first 
interview she mentions a wide variety of things in which she could be interested, and 
spoke of frequently being attracted (or distracted?) by new careers that she heard about. 
Having no outside influences or pressures, however, along with the self-granted 
"permission" to experience liminality, might have allowed Jean to avoid foreclosing her 
career identity. Jean was able to identify what her own internal needs were, and what 
would make her happy in a job. As she said, she did a lot of self-reflection which led her 
to a new self-understanding. 
How was she able to take the risk of quitting one job and being picky about the 
next one? I believe Jean had a strong internal self, supported by strong external 
relationships. She spoke repeatedly of her family, their closeness, and their support. Her 
boyfriend, later fiance, was another source of stability and support. As she talked about 
her future, it was her family that she said was most important in her life. Her relationships 
with older generations, extended family, and her expected children-to-be gave her life 
continuity and connection. Her identity as a member of this family was unshakeable, yet 
she had not been overshadowed by them; she had been honored as an individual, 
supported when she decided to be the first in the family to go to college. With a solid and 
strong internal self, along with highly central and validated identities in her personal life, 
she was able to experience a crisis in one identity and have the courage to resolve it and 
move forward . While she was liminal in terms of career, she was fully oriented and 
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connected in other ways. Of the basic needs of the self, Jean always had connectedness; 
she always had continuity; she always had autonomy. What she lacked, for a time, were 
feelings of coherence, competence and control. With help from her support system she 
was able to take a chance and look for a situation that fully closed the gap. Secure in her 
knowledge of self, she found an external situation that fit. By the time of the third 
interview, her post-college transition was fully complete. Now, when she looks at all the 
interests she has and the possibilities for the future, she is excited rather than 
overwhelmed. Her next transition to school or to new career will be the result of her own 
free choice. 
Peggy 
Peggy received her B.A. in Sociology from a small college in Vermont. A native 
of the west coast, she chose to stay in New England after graduation. She and a college 
friend moved to Boston, took an apartment, and found jobs after they arrived. Their 
parents were helping financially by subsidizing their rent. Peggy's self-presentation was 
at the same time both independent and vulnerable. She was often very funny, and it 
wasn't always clear whether she intended that. When I first met Peggy she bad been in 
her job for just over six months. We began by talking about her feelings about college 
graduation. 
Peggy (G + 10): I was very, very happy. It was the same as with high school; even 
though I liked college, I was really kind of ready to be done and just leave, so it was 
generally a nice day. I was happy. I felt like I got everything out of college that I went 
there for, and more. I was ready to work and sort of pay my own dues, and I was just 
done. Even though I didn 't have a job yet, and a lot of people did, I was ready. It was a 
good day. 
236 
I had been applying to jobs but I wasn't hearing anything, which was kind of 
annoying. Then I had one interview and I didn't like it, so I was kind of frustrated. But I 
figured I'd get a job, and I was going to devote the whole summer to job searching, so I 
was OK. I was so happy to be graduating. I was just "it'll happen, it 'll happen. " 
I loved Vermont. It was such a beautiful and lovely place. It 's so different when 
you're in college; like your schedule, and being able to just go and learn things. That's 
your whole job, just writing papers and stuff I knew that was all going to change; that, 
and letting my parents pay for everything. A huge lifestyle change. 
Right after graduation I went home to California- just for a little while, a couple 
weeks- and hung out with my parents. And I started really applying for jobs. I'd started 
applying in November, but that summer I really just got my computer, sat on the soja, 
applied to everything I could. I applied to about 30 jobs in total, all in the Boston area. I 
really made up my mind: ''I'm moving to Boston." 
That summer I was going back and forth between Califomia, Boston and 
Vennont. I'd go back and forth, and I was applying to jobs, and interviewing and doing 
infonnational interviews, and seeing my fmnily, and seeing my friends. 
When I went to the interview at [my current place of employment, a social service 
agency] !felt like "Oh, I'll end up working here, I think this is the place for me," even 
though I wasn't totally qualified for the job I applied for and they ended up giving me 
another job. But I was like- "this is the place for me." I was really waiting for it. I 
turned down another job, actually, because I thought "this is the job I want." Of course I 
felt like that when I went to visit X College and I didn 't end up getting in there, so, who 
knows. But I had that in my head. They called me on September F 1 and I started on 
September 101h. I interviewed there in July, but they basically weren't able to tell me I got 
the job until September. So that was three or four months. 
[How did those three or four months feel?] I didn't like it. I mean it was nice to 
see my family, and it was nice to fee/like I was really devoting myself to my job search, 
and I studied accounting a little bit. But there was one time I cried before I got my job; I 
was like "Oh my God I'm never gonna get a job" and I freaked out. It was a weird time. I 
was carrying all my stuff with me, going back andforth. !felt like a hobo. I had all my 
other stuff in stotage in Vennont. !felt like 1 was never going to get a job. Those were my 
feelings later; earlier I was a little more positive. 
[During that interim time, where were you feeling home was?] I don 't know. I've 
always had this weird f eeling. I went to boarding school, and then I went to college, and I 
had this interim time, and I'm here, so home was sort of my parents ' house but at the 
same time all my stuff and all my time I spent at school, or here, or my boyfriend's. I 
didn't really f ee/like I had a home, I felt like I was sort of all over the place. Not like I 
fee/like a stranger when I go to my parents' house, but I just felt sort of homeless. 
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[How has it been, working full time?] It's been great. I had this weirdfear that I 
wouldn't ever be as good at anything as I was at school, because I had this really specific 
skill, reading books and writing analytical papers all the time. That's what I did. I was 
really good at that. I 1nean there are transferable skills and everything, but it was scary. 
But I really like working. The schedule's hard, because I'm up at 5:00. I work out for an 
hour, then I get ready and leave the house at 7:30, and I'm, home at 6:30. So those are 
long days, and that 's hard. And the work takes a really different skill set; it 's a lot of 
people skills. I'm working with a population I never worked with. I'm not entirely sure 
why they hired me, because I need skills I never really had to use, so it 's challenging but 
I wanted something challenging. And I feel like I'm actually successful at what I do, and 
they appreciate me. They 're trying to develop me in directions that I want to go long 
tenn. So it's been good. 
[When you were looking for jobs, what kind of jobs were you looking for ?] I 
wanted development. I like development, but it's ajob that I don't have a lot of direct 
experience for. I have event planning experience, and I have grant writing experience but 
neither of them for that long. So that's what I was looking for, and that's what I 
interviewed at this place for. [Long term, or mid-term, what are you looking at for your 
career?] I like development. It's hard because I don't know what they 're going to do with 
me here. They might be making a new position for me. They are a non-profit, and I think 
they're going to try to nwve me slowly more toward development. So I don't know. I need 
to go back and get my Master's, eventually. I need to research this. I'd like to get 
something in non-profit management; maybe I'd have to go get an MBA or something. It 
seems like a lot of people in development come from the for-profit side. So I don't know. I 
need to go research. I need to do informational interviews, I need to actually just get out 
there and look through course packets. But I'm not thinking of that for a couple of years. 
[Did your family have any expectations for what you would do after graduation, 
and if so, how did that play into your decision making?] It didn't. When I went to college 
my father really wanted me to major in economics or something; he wanted me to 
become an analyst. I just said "No." I decided to be a sociology major. When I said that, 
they were like "Well then I guess you will. You will be a sociology major and you'll be 
really good at it. Do the best you can." After graduation my mom wanted me to move 
back to California. I said ''I'd like to stay in New England, so I'm going to." They were 
ve1y supportive and helpful. The one thing the expectations weren 't totally clear on was 
money. I really I want to pay my own way and eve1ything, but then we weren 't sure how 
much it was actually going to cost for 1ne to live in Boston so we were keeping a little bit 
of an open mind about that. Basically they were pretty open minded. I could do whatever 
I wanted, just with the expectation of being successful and hard working. 
[What do you think has been easier than you expected about graduating and 
moving on to work?] Sometimes I don't think it 's been really scary or really hard. Like 
paying your taxes; I just did it this week. You just go down with your W-2 and they do it. 
Getting my car registered was a nightmare. But the fact that I could do it all, I didn't 
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think I could. I'm sort of amazed every time I get my paycheck and it's there, and "Oh, 
this is money I've earned and now I can spend it in the way that I've budgeted." All kinds 
of stuff blows my mind that I've done. Not that it's been super easy, but it's been very 
doable. I guess nothing's been easy at all, but more so it's been possible. Like work; I 
really did think maybe I wouldn't be able to do it. 
[So what's been harder, then, than you expected?] Paying for stuff I have to move 
out of this apartment in August because I can't afford it. I knew that moving into it, but I 
needed a place to live. I actually had to get $2,000 from my parents to pay my car 
insurance; I didn't realize how many things you have to pay for. That's been hard. Since 
I thought things would be impossible nothing's been that much harder than expected, but 
I thought, you know, once you have a salary you can pay for everything you need to pay 
for, actually, and sometimes you can't. Then you need to move, or sell your car, or things 
like that. But it will work in the end, I think. 
I'm pretty independent. I think part of that's going to boarding school and living 
3, 000 miles from my parents. I feel like I've been given all the tools I need, education-
wise. I know what I'm good at. Even though I feel like there are things that are really 
scary and adult things, I feel like I can do it and I don't need the security and comfort of 
any known place. I don't get scared going to a new city and starting a new job. I know I 
can call my parents, and I know I have friends around. So yeah, I'm kind of independent. 
And !feel with my college education and my high school education, I'm a really well-
educated person and I can do anything I set my mind to. I feel the undergraduate degree 
it's really about learning how to learn, and learning how to process infonnation and do 
things with it. So even though I had this weird irrational fear that I'd never do anything 
as well as school, I also felt I could do anything. I don't know. I just feel confident. 
I used to say "I've just graduated." But now I've "just graduated" a year ago. I 
would say I'm a full-on worker at this point. I work 45 hours a week, oh my God, you 
know. 
By our next interview Peggy had moved out of her apartment and now lived by 
herself, which, she said, she loved. She had realized that she was unhappy at work even 
though she had been moved partially into the development role she had wanted, and she 
was actively looking for another job. She had also started a new relationship and was 
hoping it would turn into marriage. 
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Peggy (G +28): So many things have happened since I last saw you. That June, 
three months after we spoke, I got a promotion to my current job. I went from 
programming to development, which is the direction I wanted to go. Then that September 
I got a new bo)ifriend and I moved into my own apartment, not in that order. It's a year 
later and I'm still in the same apartment, I'm still with the same boyfriend. Then a few 
months ago I decided I hate my job. For a while I figured "OK, I'll try to make it work." 
But I'm not happy, so I finally just said "forget it. " I've been job hunting, and job 
hunting, and job hunting, and job hunting. I've had a lot of interviews, and I have 
another one this week, to work infundraising. It's more like support staff, writing reports 
and analyzing them and stuff like that, which I feel more comfortable with than what I'm 
doing now. I don'tfeellike I'm ready to do what I'm doing now. 
I feel like I know exactly what I'm doing. I really do. I know what I want, I feel like 
I'm connecting what I'm doing right now more to my long term goals, and I've sort of 
figured those out, a little bit .... I like fund raising, and non-profit administration, but I'm 
thinking I want to go to something more lucrative within that, like moving out of human 
services and into universities or museums or something where there's just more room to 
grow. I think in those places you can get to a higher point; there's just more to strive 
towards. So that's what I'm thinking about, long term. I don't really like asking people 
for nwney, though. [That sounds like a contradiction.] Yeah, I know; but apparently I'm 
good at it. I think it's not something you are ever automatically comfortable with. No-one 
I've talked to says "Oh yeah, I love that, that's easy." I've thought about it. I don't 
particularly like asking people for money, I find grant-writing boring, but I like 
fundraising and I like communications, so how do I work that in there? But I think my 
aspirations and my inspirations are the same . ... 
I sold my car. If I have to rent a car my parents will help me, and it'll be good for 
my credit. I'm having a problem, because my salary's apparently high for smneone in my 
position and I'm finding jobs at a salary level that does not work with my rent. I feel 
stressed paying my whole rent myself At one point a couple of months ago my bank 
account was only $4.00. That was a fluke; it's usually a couple of hundred. I'm definitely 
living paycheck to paycheck, but I have these supports that maybe other people don't 
have. I have my parents if things get too miserable at work. They'll just support me, or 
I'll temp or something . .. . So it is stressful, but it's not the kind of stressful where I think 
it's never going to end. I feel OK with it, as a twenty-four year old. 
My parents have helped me with a couple of things. I had a bunch of cavities and it 
cost about $2,400 dollars. I just said to them, "I don't have that, " and they paid for it. 
They pay for me to fly home, and they pay for my gym membership, because my boss at 
work expects us to have a gym, membership and it was really expensive. So they pay for 
some things, and then there are presents and stuff But I'm really trying, and I think 
they're impressed. They're fine with how much they have to support me. 
240 
When I first got my job I was making more than I thought I would, but because I 
was pretty ignorant about tnoney I just thought that would work. I was like "Oh, I'm 
making this amount of money;" but then when I got my paycheck it was significantly 
smaller than that. I paid my rent, but then you just don't think about, you know, laund1y, 
and food, and all those things I never had to pay for. You just don't think about the 
expenses. I wish I had had some sort of explanation about finances, because that's been 
the thing that's been tough. It's not like I'm completely ignorant about it, like didn't I put 
a car on a credit card or anything, but you have this paycheck, you think this is what your 
money is. Then here are your expenses and here's what you have left at the end of the 
year. You can buy a pair of jeans with that. It's really shocking. It's more shocking than I 
thought it was going to be. 
Saving money has been difficult. I had some money saved up, but then I moved 
and I had to empty out all my bank accounts for the first month and last month and 
security deposit, and to pay the moving company- that might have been something my 
parents paid for- and I haven't been able to build it back up again. Saving has been 
harder, or just less effective, than I thought it would be . ... But I'm not making myself 
nuts about it. I know a lot of people who are in debt and I have zero debt and that's 
important. I haven't gone to grad school yet though. 
I told my parents "do- not- mention- grad school to me for the next six months. 
I don't want to hear it. " They kept hounding me about it, and I said "I can't deal with it 
right now. I hate my job, I'm looking for a new job, I have no money, leave me alone. " 
So, I'm going to go to this Grad School Fair on Tuesday. I'll check it out, I'll see. Maybe 
I'll get an MBA, because that's still sort of useful in non-profits; they should be thinking 
business-like anyway. But anyone in development tells me "You could go to grad school, 
I guess, maybe someday. It's not like being a lawyer or a doctor or a teacher or 
whatever, where it's absolutely vital." I'm not going to spend the money and effort on it 
until I have a better idea of what I want to do. I feel/ike I have a pretty good idea, but I 
want to wait longer. But then I was terrible at economics; I don't want to set myself up 
for failure. So I'm saying, I just- I don't know. I have no idea. 
[Do you feel like an adult?] Yeah I do. I think so. /feel more adult, I think. There's 
something about living by Tnyselfthat makes mefeellike an adult ... . I'm taking people's 
advice but I know what I want to do, and I'm really thinking long-tenn. I feel more adult. 
At the same time, it's like, my parents pay for my gym membership, and I don't have any 
money, and I think the money thing makes me feel a little younger. But I am young, sort 
of, I'm sort of young . ... I also mn more concerned about my health, long tenn, because 
my father's had heart problems. I think I've taken a more adult approach to caring about 
my body.lfyou don't start now, it's harder. 
I think that I am more aware of what I want to do in my life. When I was 
graduating from college I didn't understand what developntent was. I was thinking 
maybe I wanted to do social research; I had no idea. I feel like I'm getting a pretty finn 
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grasp on my field, even though I've only worked in one non-profit. I had to do a lot of 
infonnational interviewing. Now I have a better grasp on what I'm doing, and what I 
want to do, and kind of how to go about it. 
I know there are so many things that are up in the air, but I know what I'm doing 
with them; it's just that they haven't settled yet. 
By our final interview, Peggy had successfully changed jobs. In spite of her 
concerns over money, she had accepted a lower salary in order to both escape the 
situation she was in and do something new. The most significant change in her life was a 
very unexpected and difficult breakup with her boyfriend. This had sent her into an 
emotional state from which, by her own account, she was still recovering. She was 
planning to move home to the West Coast over the summer in order to begin graduate 
school in the fall. 
Peggy (G +42): I've got so much to tell you! I got a new job a year ago; that took 
forever to get. I'm a Project Specialist in development. I work with a bunch of young 
people my age, who are fun, so it's good. It's sort of what they call a "kitchen sink" job. 
I've kind of inserted myself completely into our national fundraising, so I manage events 
for that. I also manage all of our datafromfundraising events. It's a huge amount of 
infonnation, but it's going well. 
I'm applying to graduate schools; my applications are going out in January. All 
MBA programs, mostly on the west coast. I'm going home. It's freezing here, and also my 
family is not here. I was planning on moving back eventually, and I feel like this is the 
time; might as well do it for grad school and build a network out there. I've decided I 
want to do corporate philanthropy, so I thought getting a business degree would be good. 
I think I'll be better at assessing non-profits and managing staff, and stuff like that. It 
makes sense. 
[It sounds like you've taken what started as a general focus for what you would 
want to do based on your sociology major and the awareness that had raised, then added 
your experience and getting to know yourself better, what you like and what you don't 
like, and you've really defined it, and narrowed down it and honed it so you've now got a 
very specific focus .] That's exactly it. Yeah. Because I started with non-profit, narrowed 
it to development, then to the organizing, managing side of development, and now I'm 
switching to the donor side. Why I ever thought I could work with clients.. . I mean I 
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could, I was perfectly successful, but it was exhausting. I remember being there with my 
co-worker, and she said she was looking forward to her client coming in. I was like 
"Wait- really?" Because I never looked forward to them. coming in. That was when I 
realized this wasn't right for me. A little turning point. Then the first time I asked 
someone for money, I hated doing it. I got money, but I hated it. What I want to do is the 
other side of development; it's the giving side. I love the strategy and numbers and all 
that, and doing it in a non-profit or socially-responsible context. I like corporate 
philanthropy. I'd like to be evaluating non-profits; I think I'd be very good at that. 
I have no money. It's constantly stressing me out; that's why I'm going to grad 
school. I have dry cleaning sitting in my closet that I'm not taking in, because I don't 
have thirty bucks. I don't have thirty bucks to spend on dry cleaning. I just went to 
London with my parents. I'm not really bragging, it's not my money, but my parents have 
a lot of money. So !just go with them, and they buy me everything and I don't even worry 
about it. It's so nice. Right now I can't take the pressure of "Can I get my hair cut? I 
have to wait to get groceries until next week. " So I just have these mini-vacations where 
I go home and get taken care of, and they buy me presents, things like that. I want new 
boots, so I'll just wait. 
[One theme that was very strong in your previous interviews was that you were 
really determined to pay your own way. And live on your own.] Yeah. And I do. I mean 
as far as rent, and bills, and all that. But really, for them, sending me to grad school is 
like me paying $5.00 for something. It's like nothing. I'm not going to take on these 
major hardships if I don't have to. I'm totally fine with it. They don't pay for anything in 
my day to day, but they bought me a car. Things like that. I'll take what I can get, but I 
don't want to ask them for a lot of things except anything education-related, and the car. 
Yeah, I want to pay my way, but at some point I mean let's be realistic. I say "If you want 
me to fly home; if you want me to go to grad school; if you want me to be able to drive to 
classes ... " I wish it wasn't that way, and it won't be that way forever. Once I get out of 
school I can make more money. I don't like not m.aking money. It's not like I'm twenty-
two, I'm. twenty-five. It probably doesn't seem like a big age gap, but to me, it seems like I 
shouldn't be asking for anything. And I don't ask for things, I just get given things. The 
issue of money is always right there; it probably always will be. But I can't do this 
forever, and I don't want to have children and be having the same kind of problems, like 
"Oh I can't get your teethfixed." It's irresponsible, I think. So I have to figure this out in 
the next few years. Eventually I'd like to marry someone who could take care of me to the 
point where if I have children I'm not working full time. I want to go to grad school, but 
I'd prefer to work part-time. I feel optimistic about my future, about grad school. I know 
I'm going to meet a nice guy in business school because it's pre-weeded out, in a way. 
And he'll be driven, and smart, and success-oriented, and everything I should be looking 
for. 
I plan to go to school full-time. I don't need to work, really, because my parents 
are paying for it. This was all their idea. When we first set out I said "This would be a 
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real hardship for me. If you want me to do this, I need you to pay for eve1ything. " And 
they said "Fine." They want me to live with them, which I don't think I can do, I just 
don't. I've lived alonefor three years, or !will have. So that's all of that. 
[Do you see yourself as an adult?] Un1, yeah, I think - the money thing is what 
holds me back. But I think I am. I have adult responsibilities, and I think that's a money 
thing too; I pay my bills, I get my paycheck. I do real work, impactful and interesting 
work that other people couldn't necessarily do. I've had to face some personal challenges 
and I think I've grown franz them, which I think is an adult thing to do. I feel like I'm at 
an appropriate level of adultness for my age. 
[In your past interviews I got the sense that on the one hand you were very much 
a pragmatist, but on the other hand very much an idealist.] Yeah. [Where would you put 
yourself at this point?] More pragmatist. I think. Yet again it comes back to money. It's 
not like I'm going to business school because I'm passionate about business . .. . I think 
that the real world is just a complete shock. I don't know what I picturing, it wasn't 
necessarily this. On my 251" birthday I remember looking in a mirror and thinking, "Is 
this exactly who you wanted to be?" Kind of a quarter-life crisis; but then it went away 
in an hour .... I'll work and I'll figure it out. What am I going to do? Answer "No" and 
just be sad about it? No. I think that pragmatism's a really big change, and I think I've 
gotten a little bit more- almost aggressive, a little more forthright. I'm a city person 
now, that 's how I'd describe it. I think I'm a bit more assertive. 
I don't really get afraid of major life changes, or even really sad. I remember at 
high school graduation, everyone was sobbing - and I loved high school, oh my God, I 
loved it so much- but I was totally fine, because I said "This is what's happening." And 
that's how I was when I graduated from college, and when I left my last job to come to 
this one. I don't even think I really get performance anxiety. I figure if someone has let 
me into something or hired me for something, then I can do it. So if I get into grad school, 
which I anticipate I probably will, I'm not nervous about it. 
Everything is up in the air right now, but that sense of optimism makes me feel 
like it's OK; it's going to work out . ... !feel fine when I think about what I'm doing. All of 
my friends are kind of in the same place; we're all on our first or second, or sometimes 
third job, starting grad school or applying to grad school ... . Yeah, it would be awesome 
if I had done a lot more, but I'm not going to beat myself up about it. I feel like I'm 
keeping pace. And I'm not friends with a bunch of losers, they 're all accomplished 
people. So lfeelfine. 
Peggy is independent, self-directed, motivated, pro-active, persistent, and 
optimistic. She is able to leave situations easily when the time comes and move on to new 
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experiences. She takes her sense of "home" with her. Having lived away from home for 
many years, she established her own definition of home as wherever she has put down 
roots at the moment. There were occasions when the above did not hold true, when 
despair and doubt took over. This happened in the summer after college, before she had 
found a job, when she felt like a "hobo" moving from place to place with her belongings; 
she had no place of her own to call home. She had "freaked out" during this time and 
cried, afraid she would never find a job. This liminality was temporary, however. Before 
that, she said, she had been more positive, and once she had a job and an apartment she 
again regained her balance. In her first months in Boston, working and maintaining her 
own apartment, Peggy discovered that she was capable of doing practical things that she 
had thought would be impossible. She found that she could be good at a role other than 
that of student, and could succeed at things other than writing papers. Her sense of 
efficacy grew. At the same time, she was realistic about her limitations and had 
researched the kinds of experience she would need to get in order to find a job in 
development. 
Peggy's education had raised awareness for her of economic and social disparities. 
Her family is wealthy, and she had grown up as a child of privilege. Her background as a 
sociology major had left her with a sense of social responsibility and the desire to do 
positive, meaningful work. She began, through introspection and experience, to define 
her career goals. A "little turning point" came when she realized she did not like working 
with social service clients. She preferred the business side of social welfare, and 
gravitated more toward development. After realizing she did not like asking people for 
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money, she figured out that the giving side, the corporate philanthropy side, was probably 
the best fit for her. 
Peggy had seemed, in the first two interviews, as though she were trying to balance 
idealism and pragmatism. She wanted to be socially conscious and assist clients, but 
came to realize she didn't always like a direct service role. This created a struggle for her, 
as she also was ambivalent about money and her own need for it. This was perhaps 
Peggy's biggest identity struggle: who would she be in relation to money? While 
professing (and genuinely feeling) the desire to make her own way in the world, to rely 
on her own resources, she, reluctantly at first, allowed her parents to help her financially. 
In our first interview she seemed to regard this as a temporary state, confident that she 
would soon be able to stand on her own. As time went by, she began to be more 
frustrated in this effort, and to realize that her financial situation was not likely to change 
any time soon. She began to accept more and more help from her parents, including gifts 
and trips abroad. It was difficult for her, knowing how much money her parents had, to 
justify her on-going financial struggles. By our final interview, "pragmatism" had taken 
over, and Peggy had decided to move back home and let her parents pay for graduate 
school, where she hoped to meet a stable and successful man to marry who would take 
care of her, provide her with financial security, and let her work prut time. It was hard to 
know how happy Peggy would actually be in such an arrangement; would she, in time, 
feel the idealistic side begin to re-emerge? Was this a temporary foreclosure of this 
particular identity struggle? 
Peggy maintained a strong sense of self, although she often bench-marked herself 
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against her peers to make sure she was making the kind of progress she should be 
making. Aside from the brief liminal moment she had in the first summer after 
graduation, Peggy was able to set and pursue goals and make course corrections where 
necessary, based upon either external circumstances or new internal awareness. With 
regard to establishing a career and a family, Peggy was pursuing the transition mode of 
Figure 4.4. As she said at the close of two interviews, she had plans, they just weren't 
settled yet. With regard to thinking of herself as an adult and leaving a student identity 
behind, Peggy was at Figure 4.5; she had successfully closed that gap, at least in all ways 
except as related to money. Peggy's actions were consistent with Figure 4.18. She seems 
to be a person who knows when it's time to rethink and reset goals and strategies. Her 
main identity struggle, her relationship to money, has probably been foreclosed for the 
moment. No matter how she resolves it, however, it is an identity that Peggy will most 
likely ultimately achieve on her own and through active introspection. 
Lindsey 
Lindsey had received a crushing disappointment, a change of plans that shattered 
a key aspect of her identity and her assumptive world; she had been a candidate for the 
Olympics but was cut late in the process. She was still in college at the time. After 
graduation she was offered an opportunity to demonstrate her sport on an exhibition tour, 
which she accepted. She had returned home from tour one year prior to our interview. 
When I interviewed her she was working at a job but was not feeling that it fulfilled any 
of her basic needs except that it provided her with a salary. She spoke slowly and was 
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crying during much of the interview; it was clear there was a great deal of sadness. We 
paused a few times so that she could collect herself. As the transcript below begins we 
were talking about her job, which she had held for almost ten months. 
Lindsey (G + 18): [Do you like your current job?] Not particularly. No. I don't 
hate it, but I don't find it challenging. I'm pretty isolated there. I find that I have very 
little interaction with people throughout my day, which gets kind of lonely. You're just 
sitting there, typing on the computer, in a little cubicle. It's really very isolated. That's 
the major thing I don't like about it, the isolation and that it's not very challenging. I feel 
like there's not enough to keep me busy and I don't fee/like I'm using my education that I 
put so much effort into. 
[What did you major in?] Human Physiology. [Did you have an idea of what you 
wanted to do with that?] Not specifically. I enjoyed the classes, and then within that 
major I had a concentration in Health and Fitness. I was always interested in how the 
body worked, and how I could apply what I learned in the classroom to my athletic life. 
Through my internships I leamed that I really enjoyed applying how the body works to 
research and social research. But ultimately, I have no idea what I want to use my 
education for, or if I want to use my concentration, or my ultimate career goal. I'm, still 
lost at that point. [When did you decide what you wanted to major in?] It was basically at 
the last possible moment, which was at the end of sophomore year. It's odd thinking now 
about that decision, because I don't feel/ike I have any better an idea of what I want to 
do at this point. I didn't have any educated, decision-making skills as far as going into 
my major. It was just like "Oh well I need to pick something, and I like these classes, so 
here goes." 
[Moving into senior year, were you thinking at all about what was coming after?] 
Yes and no. Not as much as other people, definitely. My main goal, I guess, throughout 
college, was not really based academically. Obviously I wanted to t1y to figure out what I 
wanted to do long-term, but my immediate goal for after college was to go to the 
Olympics. Which did not work out. So that was what I was initially ainzing towards as far 
as when I got out of college. That's what I wanted to do, and then I would figure out what 
I want; then I would figure out my career path, after that. But when that got brought to a 
halt at the beginning of my senior year, when I realized that wasn't going to work out, 
then I spent a lot of my senior year sort of hoping that maybe it would still work out and 
that I wouldn't have to give up on that dream and move on to something else. By the end 
of senior year I started realizing, "OK, that's not going to work out, I need to find a 
career path. But I don't want to stop playing [my sport] yet, so I'm going to go on this 
tour." 
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[How long did you stay on tour?] Four nwnths. I did intend to stay longer, about 
six or seven months, maybe, but I cut it a little bit short. I was ready to leave, I had gotten 
what I wanted out of it, and I was ready to sort of move on to the next stage. I felt like I 
was in limbo, a little bit. It was fun, but I felt like I needed more responsibility. Maybe 
that was because everyone I had graduated with was off into the working world, and 
doing what they wanted to do, and !felt like I needed to do that too? I don't know. 
[Have you been in your sport for many years?] Forever. Since I was four years 
old. [Do you get any chance to play now?] I just recently incorporated it nwre into my 
life. I play once a week in local league, and I also have been doing some volunteer 
coaching for kids. I interviewed for a part-time assistant coaching job, and they offered it 
to me, but I couldn't take it; it was just a stipend of just a certain amount of money, and I 
couldn't leave my current job in order to do that. It just wasn't something I could do 
financially. I decided to stay with my current job and coach on a volunteer basis 
whenever I can. That way I can at least figure out if coaching is something I might want 
to do down the road. At first I thought, "No I definitely don't want to do that" but I'm, 
really enjoying it, so it's something I'm more open to now. 
[What other kinds of things have you thought about doing, or have you thought 
about other things?] Oh yeah, definitely. !fee/like at this point, after being in the 
working world for a little while and being able to let go of "the dream," I feel like I'm 
open to any sort of career path. Obviously it's not easy to find jobs, for anyone right now. 
I am lucky that I do have a job. But for a career, I still don't know what I want to do. I'm 
almost excited to try anything that's different. Initially, I was like "No, I don't want to do 
this, I don't want to do that," and now everything sounds good to me. It's definitely a 
different perspective. But it still doesn't mean that I know what I want to do. 
Recently I've been applying to a lot of research jobs, mainly in exercise science. 
That sort of combines my education with my experience, and it's actually something that 
I really feel like I would be interested in doing, even if it were just for a couple of years 
and it turned out that's not what I want to do forever. But there's not a plentiful supply of 
those jobs out there. 
[You used the word "lost" awhile back.] OK. [Talk about that. Is that reflective of 
where you are at the moment?] Yeah, I do think it is ve1y reflective, actually. I guess 
there are a lot of times that I've felt lost. But the most lost I've felt was probably right 
after I came back from tour. I was feeling like I didn't know what direction to go in with 
all aspects of my life. Um, I'm trying to figure out the best way to express this. Maybe it's 
that for so long, you always have goals. Like your goal is to go to high school, do this 
sport, get this job in the summer. You know when you're a kid growing up that you're 
going to go to college. I always had goals set for myself. And then after college, it's like it 
was a struggle, and it still is, to try to find a goal to work towards. And also to find 
meaning in what you're doing every day. If you're working, and you'rejust sort of going 
through the motions and it really doesn't mean anything, you think "Why am I doing 
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this?" I understand that people need jobs to support themselves, and that was maybe 
part of the issue as well. When I came back from tour I was living with my parents. I was 
working this job that wasn't really benefiting me at all. I wasn't getting fulfillment out of 
it, and it wasn't supporting me to have an independent life-style. I was just sort of 
trapped in this rut of working, doing smnething that I didn't enjoy, not having goals to 
work towards, and not finding any fulfillment in the work that I was putting in. 
[What are you thinking about how you are going to go about establishing a goal? 
What are you going to do?] I think in order to establish goals for myself I need to try to 
do as much as I can to expose myself to different things. If I just continue to do what I'm 
doing and not look around, not try things out, then I'll just continue to go through the 
motions and not think ahead to what might interest m.e in the future. But if I keep bringing 
things into my life that are different, that are maybe out of my conifort zone, or just any 
experience that I can learn from, I think that will either influence my goals positively or 
negatively. I can say "OK, well I know I'm not interested in this, " or "This maybe isn't 
smnething that I've ever considered, but I'd like to learn more about it. " Even just small 
goals like that. Wanting to leam more about any sort of career path- not even just 
career path, but ways of life- options for different ways that people can live their lives 
and feel fulfilled. I guess I'm. trying to acquire as much knowledge as I can at this point, 
and expose myself to a variety of things so that it will help me find what it is that l want 
to do with my life. [It sounds a bit like finding out who Lindsey is when she's no longer a 
student and an athlete.] Right. I think the big one's the athlete, though. [Bigger than 
"student."] Yeah. Yeah. I think that was the biggest struggle; to try to figure out who I 
was without that. Because when you've been something, and been known for something, 
your whole life, it's hard to see yourself in a different light and feel a sense of self-worth 
if you 're not being successful. 
[Were there other things along the way in your life that you were successful at, or 
sort of got rewarded for?] Let's see. I think I was always known as "the good friend." I 
was always, uh, let's think. [pause] Nothing that stands out, I guess. I mean I did well in 
school, and all those sort of things, but things that I was maybe known for by people? 
What kind of a student were you, in terms of grades?] I was always a pretty good 
student. Before high school I was basically a straight A student. Going into high school, I 
think I didn't expect as nwchfrom myself because I was in a more challenging academic 
environment, but I still did well: A's and B 's. Then in college I was kind of all over the 
place. !felt like it was a constant struggle to get by. But it was good- I had a lot of 
teammates taking the same classes as me, and they were ve1y helpful as far as bringing 
me along and being there when I needed the help academ.ically. 
You have a huge support system being on a team. Through your whole life, but 
especially in college, I think that having team support and roommates and friends, that's 
huge. And I think that was one of the most drastic changes graduating and going from 
college into the working world; you go from having your friends, your teammates, your 
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roommates, all there for you, every day, and then you graduate and it's just you. Which is 
really hard. 
[Was that something that you had thought about prior to graduation?] Oh not at 
all. Not at all. I mean you think "Oh, it's going to be sad when we graduate and 
everyone's in different places," but no, you really don't realize how lucky you are to have 
everyone just right there, all the time. And yeah, you can pick up the phone and call 
someone, and say "Oh, I had a bad day," or "This is really bothering me," or "I had a 
good day," but it's completely different than when you're in school and you have all 
those people to share things with immediately in your life. 
[What's your living situation now? Are you in an apartment?] Yes, an apartment in 
Brighton with a random roommate, who is very nice. [Are you, and if so how are you, 
adding new people into your life at this point?] I'm really not. I think the only new person 
that I've met within my age group is my current roommate. She is four or five years older 
than 1ne, but that's within my age group. I've met a couple of people at work, but you 
really don't establish a relationship with them, because like I said I'm working by myself 
It's really hard to build relationships with people that you don't see or interact with very 
much. I'm not so much concerned about it, because I really appreciate the friends that I 
do have. It's time consuming to try to maintain those relationships that I know that I'll 
have forever, and I haven't really thought about trying to bring anyone else into my life 
because it seems like too much of an effort at this point. I think that the only way at this 
point in my life that I'll really be making friends in my age group would be if I were to 
change my job and start working on a daily basis with people in a peer environment. But 
at the end of my work day I'm not wanting to go out to a bar and try to meet friends. 
[We discuss what some of her college friends are doing now and where they are. As 
could be expected, they are widely scattered and doing a variety of things.] Then I also 
have other friends that are on the Olympic team, that are sort of living out my dremn. 
[That must be very hard for you. You not only wanted it, it sounds like you really had 
been anticipating it for a while, and people very close to you were able to have it. And 
you weren't. And you came so close.] Yeah. That's really hard. Obviously, I'm so proud 
of them. But that's part of what I'm still experiencing now. Right now they all are 
training together as a temn, and they're living out their dremn, which was also mine, 
back in the day; they are all of them. together. So they have all these friends around them, 
they have that team aspect that you obviously miss from college, and then they're doing 
all that. But at the same time, I think to myself that I'm almost happy that I get to 
experience what I am now, and sort of get a head start. Because I know that they're 
going to be going through the same things that I am., eventually. And this is just sort of 
postponing the real world for them. Like I know that they're not experiencing nonnallife; 
they're in a dream-world right now. And I'm sort of going through what the eve1yday 
person does. But yeah, that doesn 't make it easy, when your plans change, to have to see 
other people that you obviously care about be experiencing what you were hoping to 
experience. 
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[When you were a little girl did you ever think about what you were going to be 
when you grew up?] Not really. I know most kids are like "Oh, I want to be ... " even 
bizarre things, like an astronaut, or whatever. I don't think I ever really had one thing in 
mind besides my sport. And when I was really young I thought I'd be able to play 
professionally. So it was never a concern. It wasn't like "Oh I need to have something 
that I want to be when I grow up." It was- you don't think about it. 
I don't think that there's anyone that's really in my position; everyone sort of has 
their thing that they want to do. Which is obviously hard, you know, when everyone has 
these goals, and they all tell me "Oh, we don't know what we want to do either," but they 
do, to some degree, more than I do. One friend just recently graduated and didn't know 
what she wanted to do. But her parents own a business, and she's always worked there. 
She pretty quickly decided that what she wants to do for the rest of her life is take over 
her parents ' business. Which, I don't know if that 's a cop-out, but at this point that's the 
easy way for her to go. At least it's given her some mental stability for the time being. 
[Do you think of yourself as an adult?] That's a good question. No, not really. I 
guess we need to make up a word for this stage because I'm not a student. !feel as 
responsible as an adult, but I don't think that 's really my status. There's not really a 
wordfor what I am right now .... I think it's just mainly stressful. Because you want to 
have goals for yourself You want to constantly be learning, and figuring out what it is 
you like, and just have a day-to-day schedule that makes you happy that gives you 
fulfillment. 
I'm torn. Sometimes I think I want to completely forget about my sport. I want to 
completely let go and validate myself in some other realm, so that I can f eel I can do 
other things in my life and that is not really part of who I was, or who I am. At the same 
time I think it's such a big part of who I am now, and it's something that I'm really 
passionate about, so I should just find another path in which I can succeed. I do want to 
feel like I can do other things, and that being an athlete is not the only part of who I am. 
There are so many other things that I can do, and succeed at; I want to believe that, and I 
want to feel that. But at the same time I know my sport is something that makes me really 
happy. So it's a struggle to figure out which path to choose. Or t1y to maybe incorporate 
both. To find something completely different from my sport which I enjoy and I do well in, 
that I can succeed at, and also incorporate my sport into my life in some way. So if I can 
find a good balance between leaving it behind but also being involved, while having 
other things in my life, that would be ideal. It's all about finding the balance. 
The job I'm in now, I initially intended to be a time-filler as I looked for another 
career, a full-time job. So I started part-time, thinking "I'll take this, I'll work there while 
I look for something else and figure out a full-time job that I want to pursue." Then more 
opportunities started opening up in my company which I had to take. I had to take on 
more responsibility and more hours, because I wasn'tfinding any other job 
opportunities. Because of that now I just kind of becmne stuck. I feel as though because I 
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was willing to take on this responsibility, if I leave to do something else I'm letting them 
down. Leaving them hanging. People tell me all the time "Oh, people quit jobs, and it's 
OK. That's just how it works, you get a new job, you move on." But for some reason I 
have a hard time thinking about telling my current company that I'm. moving on to 
something else. [Do you feel like it's related to staying loyal to a team?] Yeah, I really do. 
I have a hard time with the thought of quitting something. Even if it's to move on to 
something that benefits me more, it's just- I hate the thought of people thinking they 
could rely on me, and then not being able to; or just letting them down, basically. Putting 
them in a position where they look down on me because I'm leaving this thing that I've 
committed to. Not that I'm in a contract or anything like that, I could give two weeks' 
notice and leave. 
[So you've always been a part of a team.] Um-hmm. [Which means that you've 
been a person who contributes to a group goal. And in a team, everybody is important, 
everybody is a vital part. Have you ever thought of yourself as just you?] Yeah, but I 
think I like the thought of me more when it involves other people. When I can be a 
contributing factor to other people's success. Maybe that translates to my work 
enviromnent where I feel better about myself when I know that I'm a part of something 
bigger. 
[I ask her about changes in life-style due to money.] I'm very, very frugal right 
now. I wasn't really anyone that spent a lot of money before, I never bought tons of 
things, but it wasn 't something that I thought about very much. Now I'm such a saver. 
Obviously I have loans to pay off, and bills that are all sort of new to me, but that's 
something that I constantly, constantly, think about. And I hate it, because I hate thinking 
that it has such a big effect on me. I don't ever consider myself to be someone that's very 
money-oriented, but I feel like if I could just pay off my loans and start from scratch 
almost, if those were out of the picture, I feel like my life would be less stressful. I would 
just be thinking mainly on a survival basis. Just make the money that you need to pay for 
your rent, or whatever, and do the things that you enjoy, regardless of money. If I didn't 
have to think about money I would be doing that coaching job full-time right now. Maybe 
that's not what I want to do forever, but it would be something that was nwking me more 
happy right now and I wouldn't have to worry about keeping my other job. But at the 
same time I'm so willing to do as much work as possible right now in order to help myself 
out down the road, and to sacrifice a lot of things right now that maybe other people 
don't think about. I don't know. I've just been trying to save as m.uch as possible so that 
in the future I won't have to worry about it as much, and my life wouldn 't revolve so 
much around whatever my income is, but more around what I want to do with my daily 
life. 
Prior to graduation Lindsey had built a strong identity as an athlete in her sport, and 
that identity dominated over other identities she might have developed. Her athlete 
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identity had given her a sense of competence and connection, and because she had been 
doing her sport since childhood, a strong sense of continuity. All of that was taken away 
when college, and her team environment, ended. The Olympic goal towards which she 
had been working, although immediate and short-term, was major. It represented the 
culmination and validation of her main identity. Lindsey had not given much thought to 
what she might do outside of her sport. As a person who dedicated herself to hard work 
and achieving her goals, the lack of goals she experienced after graduation left her feeling 
lost and without purpose. 
Lindsey had begun her transition in the mode of Figure 4.9. Realization of a non-
event had left her without a plan and temporarily immobilized. She will be able to move 
out of this once she has set a specific goal and begun action to achieve it. Immediately 
after graduation she had adopted the coping strategy in Figure 4.16; she initially spent her 
senior year "sort of hoping that maybe it would still work out." When that proved not to 
work she had tried to find a way to continue her athlete identity by going on tour, but 
found that to be meaningless. Although it was "fun," she felt like she was in "limbo" and 
wanted "responsibility." She was "ready to sort of move on to the next stage." The 
distress of not being able to continue her athlete identity forced her partially out of that 
loop and into Figure 4.18. Lacking the goal of maintenance of the former identity, 
however, she was truly without definable goals and left in the loop of distress and 
anxiety. At the same time, she still held out hope that she would be able to continue in her 
sport, perhaps as a coach, although she did not know if that would really appeal to her. 
She was anxiously trying to find her bearings, wavering in the decision of whether or not 
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to sever her ties to her athlete identity, build on it, or try to keep it in parallel with a new 
identity that she might build. The difference between Lindsey and Jean, who began in 
Figure 4.6, was that Jean had anticipated change and begun to make a plan for it. Even 
though what she had anticipated turned out to be wrong, Jean was actively in a goal-
setting and planning mode. Lindsey was not. 
Lindsey still felt strong connections with friends and former teammates and 
worked to maintain them, but found that her contacts by phone did not give her the 
immediacy of connection that she desired. She expressed a feeling of being the only one 
in her position; no-one else quite understood. This may have represented a failure to her, 
and given her a further feeling of disconnection to which she was totally unaccustomed. 
Lindsey sensed that in order to form new goals and perhaps a new identity, she 
would need to expose herself to new and unexpected things. Initially, though, nothing had 
appealed to her and she had rejected possibilities as they came along. Now she felt she 
was in the opposite mode; everything sounded good to her. Without a basis of 
discrimination, without a solid self against which to test possible identities, Lindsey was 
feeling adrift. 
Lindsey's task was to find goals and an identity that would allow her to re-
establish feelings of competence, connection, and continuity. She also needed to establish 
feelings of control and autonomy. It is not clear to what extent she had the last two to 
begin with; her strong identification as a member of a team had perhaps made her feel 
less autonomous in controlling her own destiny and less able to control her external 
environment than she might have otherwise. What control she might have felt was 
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sabotaged by her worries over her finances. 
This is the only meeting I had with Lindsey; I do not know what happened to her 
in the months and years following this interview. I sincerely hope that she was able to 
find her way. I hope she has kept and continued to value her identity as an athlete while 
at the same time developing additional positive identities. I hope she has maintained the 
skills and values that meant so much to her, and will put them to good use in whatever 
future she actively chooses for herself. 
These four cases studies represent some of the transition situations faced by recent 
college graduates. Graduates face different kinds of Self/identity gaps, and perhaps more 
than just one. Sometimes these gaps become apparent right away and sometimes they 
might not appear or be acknowledged for a year or more. Recent college graduates 
struggle with gaps created between themselves and friends or family due to diverging 
interests and educational attainments. Many of them struggle with the practicalities of 
day-to-day money issues, and some struggle with the meaning that money suddenly has 
in their lives. Many also struggle with career identity, asking themselves if this, indeed, is 
all there is. Some struggle with a sudden loss of efficacy and self-determination. Some of 
them face practical obstacles in the attainment of their goals such as finances or physical 
illness or disability. Some of them find that without the structure provided by an 
educational system they are unable, temporarily or more long-term, to formulate goals. 
They may suffer from, as Cote put it, a lack of identity capital. 
The extent to which graduates, or any transitioners, have a solid self upon which 
to build identities determines to a large extent how they weather loss of a former identity. 
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If the lost identity was central and deeply imbedded, its loss might affect the key self 
needs for competence, connection, coherence, continuity, control and autonomy. The best 
protection against prolonged distress is the foundation of a solid self and a variety of 
positive and validated social identities to depend upon when times are tough. 
Often, recent college graduates do not know that their feelings of displacement 
are normal. Their distress is dismissed, and their identity as transitioner is not validated. I 
believe that no matter how solid the self, no matter how many positive identities are held, 
the transition from college to the "real world" is a significant one, and it should be 
recognized and supported as such. 
"When you're in school and it's about to end, it's very frightening . ... You're kind of 
looking for the next thing because you know that something new has to start; school is 
ending. I got [my first job I and realized very quickly that I didn't like it, so I was looking 
for the next thing, trying to figure out "what's going to be the next step because I have to 
get out of here. " When you get a job you like, it takes a while to get out of that mind-set; 
but it has to happen that at some point you realize that this is the thing, and there isn't 
necessarily a next thing yet . ... That's something that you have to arrive at, it kind of 
needs to happen for you; and when it does I guess that's what I would nwrk as the end of 
the transition. You 're no longer transitioning, but then you can transition again. " 
- Chloe, 54 months after graduation. 
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Chapter 7 
Transitional Communities for Returning POWs 
"There are times and situations in which human beings seek contact with the center. 
They want to have a center for their societies, however they rebel against it. They need to 
transcend themselves as individuals in collectivities which are arranged about a central 
repository of vital things. They desire an order around this center, and a place within it." 
-Edward Shils, 1981, p. 212. 
"Wisdom is always to find the appropriate relationship between structure and 
communitas under the given circumstances of time and place, to accept each nwdality 
when it is paramount without rejecting the other, and not to cling to one when its present 
impetus is spent. " -Victor Turner, 1969, p. 139. 
At the end of World War II tens of thousands of British soldiers and former 
prisoners of war returned home. Many of the POW s had been imprisoned in Europe for 
close to five years, having been captured in France almost at the start of the war. It soon 
became apparent to military authorities and medical personnel that not all repatriations 
were going smoothly, and not all men were making a good adjustment at home. The 
causes of some difficulties were obvious. Some men had returned to find their homes 
destroyed by bombs, family members killed, or friends dispersed by the war. For many, 
"home" was non-existent or radically changed. For others, however, everything seemed 
intact; there were no obvious factors to indicate that adjustment to civilian life would be 
problematic. Nevertheless, there were problems. The variety of difficulties these men 
experienced included withdrawal, depression, inability to find or keep a job, alcoholism, 
relationship difficulties, and more. Army psychiatrists were intrigued by numerous 
reports that everything had been fine for the first few days or weeks, but that after a brief 
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time the difficulties started (Curle, 2001; Curle & Trist, 1947; Main, 1947). 
Prior to the end of the war, officers who had themselves been POWs urged that 
preparations be made to help the returnees. They themselves had suffered, they said, from 
lack of acknowledgement and understanding of their problems in adjusting upon their 
return home, and the suffering was deeper than imagined. They recommended that 
actions be taken to assist the thousands of men who would soon return home (Curle & 
Trist, 1947; Newman, 1944). This chapter describes the efforts put forth to help Britain's 
returning POWs through the establishment of Civil Resettlement Units (CRUs). 
[Note: information below is taken from articles written primarily in the 1940s, and 
should not be read as necessarily applying to today' s soldiers or today' s military. Also, 
the articles on Civil Resettlement Units describe the experience of male soldiers. 
Accordingly, the masculine pronoun will be used exclusively in the discussion below.] 
Adjusting to military life: From civilian to soldier 
Following both World Wars I and II, the rising fields of psychology and sociology 
were used to study the effects on servicemen of both induction into the army and of 
combat. In the immediate post-WWII period numerous journal and magazine articles 
were devoted to the adjustments of returning soldiers and their families . The large 
numbers of individuals and families affected created the necessity of providing assistance 
and understanding as hundreds of thousands began to assimilate back into community life 
and civilian employment. Interest in the subject was high. In 1946, the Awterican Joumal 
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of Sociology published a special issue devoted to military life. (Human Behavior in 
Military Society, March 1946). In one article, "Adjustment to Military Life," 
Hollingshead outlined what he identified as three phases of the military adjustment 
process: premilitary, military, and post-military. Although Hollingshead was writing 
about Americans and the American military of his era, many of his observations can 
presumably be applied to conditions in Britain at that time as well. 
Hollingshead described the premilitary phase as one that occmTed almost 
universally among boys and young men. We all absorb images and ideas about war and 
the military from our culture, he said, and many young men grow up with the awareness 
that they might, someday, become soldiers. This premilitary phase differs from person to 
person and creates varying expectations of military life, some of which might be 
unrealistic or romanticized. Young men enlist or are drafted with these images intact. The 
premilitary phase begins to come to an end as the new recruit contemplates his 
approaching entry into the service. The phase comes to an abrupt halt upon arrival, and 
the military phase begins. 
A sense of "going away" from a familiar way of Hfe to a strange new one usually 
takes possession of the potential soldier as the time approaches for his departure 
from his home, family, friends, and community. He may look forward eagerly to 
the new adventure, or he may dread it; but at some time a sense of foreboding and 
the sentiments associated with war and the army seize his consciousness .. .. 
In the induction center the inductee is transformed quickly from a civilian 
into a recruit.. .. So much happens .. .in such a short time that his reactions tend to 
be confused and he does not comprehend the changed circumstances and events 
(Hollingshead, 1946, p. 440). 
A process of depersonalization and institutionalization begins as the recruit surrenders 
personal clothing and belongings which are replaced with military issue. He is assigned 
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new belongings, a living space and a group to which he is expected to become loyal. His 
activities and use of time are all determined for him. His individuality is stripped away 
and he is expected to comply with orders. Initiative is discouraged. In short, he is made 
aware that the locus of control no longer resides with him, nor will it; it resides with the 
institution as represented by his superiors. He must acquire a completely new frame of 
reference regarding himself and his relationship to peers and to authority; his relationship 
to the institution is one of dependency and obedience. 
The acquirement of the military status comes suddenly, but its meaning does not 
grow clear for some time. When the significance of the phrase "You're in the 
army now, soldier" impinges on the recruit's consciousness for the first time, the 
active adjustment process between the self and the reality of the military situation 
has reached a critical point, for now, probably for the first time, the recruit 
realizes that his old civilian life is behind him. He has burned his bridges, or has 
had them burned for him by society. He is in the service, and can't go back to 
civilian life (Hollingshead, p. 442). 
Adjusting to an unknown future: Becoming a POW 
In 1944 Major Philip H. Newman, a British doctor and returned prisoner of war 
who had escaped from German hands in 1942 (http://www.conscript-heroes.com/MI9-
02.htrnl, retrieved 3/28/11) wrote an mticle for the British Medical Journal on "The 
Prisoner of War Mentality." The article was based on Newman's own experience and his 
observations of fellow officers who were prisoners. 
Prisoners of war, Newman said, "have lived in the valley of darkness" (1944, p. 
8). Unlike prisoners convicted and sentenced for crimes, the POW does not know when, 
or if, the end of his sentence will arrive. In order to cope the prisoner "adopt[s] a certain 
mental attitude - a frame of mind compatible with camp life" (p. 8), including an 
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acceptance of limited freedom and limited control over the environment. Feelings of 
responsibility and efficacy are severely curtailed if not lost. This frame of mind can 
persist even after liberation and have a deep impact on subsequent adjustment. Newman 
believed that "this mental attitude is built up from a series of four phases through which 
the average internee passes. They are quite definite in occurrence but nebulous as to 
length and intensity" (p. 8). They consist of Breaking-In, Convalescence, The Lengthy 
Period of Boredom, and the Repatriation Period. 
Newman called the Breaking-In phase "the most unpleasant of the four stages" as 
it is characterized by "the acute mental stress which accompanies forcible adaptation to a 
lower plane of existence" (1944, p. 8) . The new officer captive quickly realizes a series of 
losses; of freedom, of reputation and prestige, of friendly authority. He faces physical 
hardships and the fear of death. He once again lacks many personal belongings and is 
relegated to being a powerless one-among-many. He longs for freedom, for home, and for 
sympathy. It is during this phase that the prisoner reaches the lowest point of depression 
and morale. 
Eventually a turning-point is reached, and in the Convalescent phase that follows 
the prisoner begins to have hope for the future and to create an individual life for himself 
within the confines of the camp. 
He begins to shave, to undress when going to bed, to talk intelligently, to plan, 
and to organize his life. He grasps at small things which give him pleasure and 
builds his life around them. At this time, typically, he gathers together what little 
personal belongings remain to him. He searches the camp for a piece of wood and 
fixes it to the wall near the head of his bed. On this shelf he sets a photograph, a 
pipe, a favourite book, and anything else which represents to him a home in 
miniature (Newman, 1944, p. 8-9). 
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One prevalent fear among the prisoners is that of "becoming a forgotten man" 
(Newman, 1944, p. 9). His day-to-day actions can seem meaningless. Once the prisoner 
"has done his best to accommodate himself to life in a nutshell" (p. 9) the lengthy period 
of boredom sets in. There is not much to do now except wait. Officer POWs are not given 
work assignments, so life becomes focused on small day-to-day events in the camp. 
In the camp the prisoner is relieved from the struggle of life; he no longer has to 
work for his living, shoulder responsibility, or worry financially. Nothing that he 
does within the camp can relieve any threatening situation at home, and therefore 
his occupations lose their significance as acts of vital importance and become 
merely a pastime to amuse himself and defeat his own boredom (Newman, 1944, 
p. 9) . 
Newman believed that this lack of responsibility, efficacy and purpose had a damaging 
effect that continued upon liberation. The prisoner "builds up a predisposition to be 
unduly troubled by the everyday struggle for existence which has to be met, once again, 
after release" (1944, p. 9). 
Readjusting: Becoming a civilian again 
Hollingshead's post-military phase began upon discharge from the service. The 
adjustment to civilian life, according to Hollingshead, "may be more difficult than the 
adjustment to the military situation was in the first place" (1946, p. 446). Upon entering 
the military the recruit had been placed among peers and the situation was equally new to 
all of them. The recruit was part of a group, and having had his old identity stripped 
away, he derived a new identity as a group member. Expectations of him were clear, and 
the tools necessary to fulfill those expectations were provided. Roles were assigned and 
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unambiguous. In contrast, when he exits the military and resumes civilian life, none of 
those things hold true; "the civilian must forage for himself' (Hollingshead, 1946, p. 
447). He is alone, left to make his own decisions and perhaps uncertain as to what his 
future holds. He has changed a great deal while away. He is older chronologically and 
more mature. He has likely traveled and seen new parts of the world, and with that might 
have gained a new perspective on his own life and on society. He might have "forgotten 
much that was once familiar and routine" (1946, p. 445). Finding work may present an 
unfamiliar and unsettling social challenge. As noted by T. F. Main in Britain, "the 
competition of his fellows is something new again after the common tasks and 
comradeship and assured pay of the services .... Those who prospered in war and have 
secure homes may be hated" (Main, 1947, p. 361). 
In addition, while the serviceman has been away the people and society he had 
left behind have changed as well. Edward McDonagh (1946) wrote about the adjustments 
required of soldiers and families in 'The Discharged Serviceman and His Family." As 
was also observed in Britain (Main, 1947), "a good share of the family problems appears 
a short time after separation [from the military]" (McDonagh, p. 451). 
McDonagh noted that the returned soldier is older than he had been when he left, 
and many age-related normative life events might, as the returnee sees it, be overdue; he 
might feel behind in starting a family or a career or in getting an education, and hurry to 
"catch up" in those areas, perhaps before he was fully ready. He might be expected by 
family members and fi"iends to pick up where he left off, but his new skills, experiences 
and outlook might lead him to different or higher career aspirations, distancing him once 
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more from the familiar roles and relationships to which he was accustomed. 
If he had a family, his wife and children have been getting older as well and the 
family he remembered might be vastly different from the family he comes home to. His 
wife might have become more independent, used to making the decisions, and aware of 
her own capabilities in managing the household or the family business. Children are older 
and more independent. The family is used to operating without him (McDonagh). "A 
wife may have new tastes, new enthusiasms, unfamiliar viewpoints, and in turn may be 
hurt and angry that she, too, is not understood and accepted in the old way" (Main, 1947, 
p. 361). 
According to McDonagh, expectations regarding roles and personal behavior can 
affect the marital adjustment of returning servicemen. In the army, the on-duty soldier 
was required to follow orders and display little or no initiative; once on leave, however, 
he was free to do more or less as he pleased without obligations to anyone. In civilian life 
time off from work does not mean time off from all responsibility; family obligations are 
constantly present. "When he comes home he must think in terms of others" (McDonagh, 
1946, p. 452). The returned soldier is no longer part of an organizational structure that 
dictates his life; he must learn to act independently and make decisions. Locus of control 
is returned to him, but with it responsibility. The decisions he makes must involve others. 
The hierarchical authority structure of the military no longer exists for him. Both husband 
and wife must re-learn power-sharing and mutuality of relationship. 
Expectations for life after release can be a source of disappointment and 
difficulty. Writing about former prisoners of war, Newman (1944) noted that the 
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returning ex-prisoner often comes home in "a state of exaggerated optimism and false 
hope" and "must regain his emotional balance" with the support of those who can "help 
him over the gap of wasted time." He must also "[regain] his normal appreciation of the 
difference between work and relaxation and his need for both in certain proportions" (p. 
9). Unusual emotional behaviors are to be expected of returnees, according to Newman. 
"During this repatriation period abnormal reactions are common .. . Briefly, these 
symptoms are restlessness, irritability, disrespect for discipline and authority, 
irresponsibility, and even dishonesty;" returnees might also exhibit "quick and violent 
tempers" (1944, p. 9). Newman cautioned that these are normal reactions of a normal 
person to an abnormal situation and believed that most symptoms would disappear within 
a year. [Later findings would uphold the frrst part of that statement, but not the second 
part.] Symptoms that were exaggerated and/or persistent could be indicators of longer-
term adjustment problems. He classified potential problem behavior as being of two 
types, the first exhibiting "severe restlessness, irritability, emotional outbursts, acute 
discontent, and possibly excessive alcoholism" with the second characterized by "chronic 
apathy, loss of initiative, and loss of morale and of personal drive" (1944, p. 9-10). 
"Broadly speaking, a prisoner's reactions in the camp are of minor importance in 
comparison with those he shows on return to his normal life when he may again be beset 
by large responsibilities" (Newman, 1944, p. 8). 
The returning prisoner is ill equipped for the difficult period of readjustment. He 
is temporarily without the sheet-anchor of his daily routine, he has laid aside his 
habits of recreational relaxation, and he has lost the art of working for his living 
(Newman, 1944, p. 10). 
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In most ways, the problems of former POWs were no different in kind or intensity 
from that of other veterans who had experienced lengthy expatriation (Curle, 1947; Main, 
1947; Wilson, Doyle & Kelnar, 1947). They had "of necessity develop[ed] defensive 
frames of mind" (Wilson et al., 1947, p. 735). As larger numbers of returnees came home 
to Britain, the extent of adjustment problems could be more fully appreciated. While in 
the past many of the emotional and behavioral difficulties of returning soldiers had been 
attributed to the stress of combat or to pre-existing emotional problems, military doctors 
increasingly noted difficulties that began only after return. In 194 7 T .F. Main wrote of 
the needs of those 
Ex-servicemen who made satisfactory adjustments to civilian life before the war, 
and to service life during the war, [but are] now in severe difficulties under the 
stresses presented to them by their return to civilian life. In a manner unexpected 
by the majority, they have become ill-at-ease in familiar surroundings, phobic, 
depressed or irritable, asocial, confused, retarded, aggressive, antisocial or 
restless. There is a mass of evidence to show that in addition to the clinical 
symptoms which lead some of them to seek help from medical men, their 
damaged attitudes disrupt other aspects of their lives - social, domestic, or 
industrial- in serious and subtle ways .... Tens of thousands of men have been 
involved in psychological difficulties of this kind, and investigations have shown 
that far from there being a "natural" cure after a few months of civilian life, the 
passage of time may only harden the trouble and compel the individual to live 
with his social potential severely blunted; to pursue life as it were with one 
cylinder missing (p. 354). 
Compounding the problems of readjustment was a lack of recognition by the public, once 
the war was over, of the special challenges faced by returning servicemen. 
There is little public feeling now for the man leaving the Services. He may once 
have been treated by the public with propitiatory fetes and rites, like a sacred 
sacrificial animal, but naturally, now that the war is over, he is an anachronism, 
and any difficulties he may have in becoming a civilian he must handle as best he 
can, with few social agencies to help him (Main, 1947, p. 355). 
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The feeling of strangeness, the growing fear of not now being able to grasp the 
prizes of old feelings and situations, the anxiety that after all it can never be the 
same are forceful disappointments. A fear of meeting friends in case of failure, an 
inability to sense atmosphere in old places, and a feeling of emotional 
isolation ... is a terrible tragedy after years of longing (Main, 1947, p. 360) . 
In general, the distress at being a stranger in his own land and at failing to settle 
gives rise to a feeling of angry emptiness, and the situation is felt to be worse 
because the security of service life and the support of comrades is no longer 
present (Main, 1947, p. 362). 
Main concluded that "repatriation itself is a stress at once peculiar and subtle" (1947, p. 
355) but that "the same troubles ... can arise without war, and are implicit rather in any 
sudden transfer of an individual from one cultural framework to another with which he is 
unfamiliar or out of touch" (p. 359). Observers of war-time refugees noted "a peculiar 
distress at being uprooted, which showed itself in irresponsibility, dependency, 
resentment and apathy" (Main, 1947, p. 359). The Army psychiatrists working with 
returnees did not believe they were psychologically ill, but rather "unsettled;" they could 
not easily settle back into a normal life at home. 
Sutherland and Fitzpatrick (1945) observed that whether officer or "other rank," 
"practically all prisoners who had had a long period of captivity developed difficulties in 
adjustment to their new social field" (p. 216). Wilson et al. wrote that "just as his morale 
as a soldier would suffer from ... social isolation, mistrust of authority, and a feeling of 
insecurity, so his difficulties are overcome in proportion to his regaining a feeling of 
worthwhileness, of belonging, of being wanted" (1947, p. 738). Newman expressed the 
fear that if the returnee became overwhelmed during the adjustment process he might 
give up and "relinquish the struggle" (1944, p. 1 0) . Main believed that "depression of 
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varying depth with feelings of failure and uselessness or with bitter paranoid colouring is 
perhaps the commonest result of severe resettlement difficulties, with suicide a 
possibility" (1947, p. 362). Newman suggested that the military provide some additional 
support and structure for these men which they can access when needed, without stigma. 
Furthermore, "prisoner-of-war clubs should be established in all large towns" that would 
also function as "advice centers" to assist not only the former POWs but their families as 
well (1944, p. 10). 
Almost universally [these men] have compelling needs to feel integrated again 
with their own people .... Only a determination to grasp the emotional problems 
inherent in change of community [italics added] will enable us to bring therapeutic 
interest and understanding to this wide and important social problem (Main, 1947, 
p. 363). 
Civil Resettlement Units: Transitional Communities for returning POWs 
Between 1942 and 1945, British Army psychiatrists began working with 
repatriated prisoners of war and taking notice of patterns of adjustment (settlement) 
difficulties. Former prisoners of war from WWl and their families recounted serious 
difficulties in adjustment "of an unusually pervasive kind which had over a period of 
many years influenced wide areas of their behaviour" (Curle & Trist, 1947, p. 241). In 
1945, in response to a growing need and with the information and suggestions provided 
by Newman and others, the British military officially established Civil Resettlement 
Units (CRUs) to assist returning POWs [refened to as PsOW by Curle & Trist.] "These 
Units constitute a transitional community in which the individual learns to change his 
adaptations to the captive community into attitudes which make for more successful 
tackling of the free conditions of civil life" (Sutherland & Fitzpatrick, 1945, p. 216). "The 
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task of the CRUs was to help the returned POWs bridge what turned out to be a very 
wide social gap between captivity and freedom" where the men were "eased into the 
social and fantiliar roles in which they had previously felt comfortable but from which 
they now felt estranged" (Curle, 2001). 
While it was recognized that all returning soldiers could potentially benefit from 
and be in need of attending a CRU, volume constraints meant that only former prisoners 
of war were invited and eligible. Participation was voluntary. The CRU participant 
remained a member of the army during his stay and received army pay. He was not 
required to wear a uniform or adhere to ntilitary discipline. The men could come and go 
as they pleased, and drop out of the program if they wished. Most stayed, on average, for 
one month but were allowed to stay for up to three months. Wilson et al. (1947) identified 
three basic programmatic "phases" through whlch each man passed: "(1) learning about 
the unit, (2) orientation to the sunounding industrial and social community . .. and (3) the 
formation and reality testing of personal plans for the future" (p. 736). Each of the twenty 
established CRUs could accommodate 240 men at any given time. All returning POWs 
were informed of the program and invited to participate. Care was taken not to brand the 
CRUs as psychiatric hospitals, but rather to establish them as assistance centers. Actual 
participation rates exceeded expectations. (Curle, 2001; Curle & Trist, 1947; Sutherland 
& Fitzpatrick, 1945; Wilson et al., 1947). There were waiting lists to get into some units, 
although in general more men volunteered for the CRUs than actually followed through 
and participated (Curle & Trist, 1947). 
Once a man entered a CRU, he was part of a small cohort of fifteen that had 
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entered the unit together. New groups were brought in weekly, so that at any given time 
there was a mix of newcomers and more seasoned CRU attendees. Group therapy was an 
important aspect of CRU life. Each man was part of a small discussion group led by a 
staff psychiatrist. Open discussion was encouraged, and attendees spoke about personal 
as well as practical problems. In a reversal of the training received upon entering the 
military, "the atmosphere [was] designed to encourage initiative, spontaneity, and the 
ventilation of personal problems, however intimate; and to assist men to replace the 
external control of military life by an inner self-control more suited to civil life" (Wilson 
et al., 1947, p. 735-736). Initially some men had difficulty with the lack of external 
authority, and some complained about lack of discipline among their fellows (Sutherland 
& Fitzpatrick, 1945; Wilson et al.). 
After the initial pleasure a phase follows in which the anxieties aroused by the 
imminence of freedom make the individual test out rather critically the sincerity 
and genuineness of the efforts of the Unit staff. There tends to be a so mew hat 
agitated demand for control or discipline to be imposed by the staff but when that 
is refused he begins to accept the realities of his position for himself. There is then 
a great deal of constructive development. .. (Sutherland & Fitzpatrick, 1945, p. 
217) . 
The fact that all activities at any level of participation were voluntary was an important 
aspect of returning the locus of control to the pmticipant. Mistrust of authority among 
former POWs was countered by allowing each participant to make his own choices. 
"Living conditions in the Unit [were] made as attractive as possible" (Sutherland & 
Fitzpatrick, 1945, p. 216). Men lived at the Unit during the week, but weekends at home 
were encouraged. "The fundamental working principle is to create conditions so that he 
makes use of all the facilities spontaneously" (Sutherland & Fitzpatrick, 1945, p. 217). 
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Each Unit was designed to be a part of the larger community. Visits to potential worksites 
and social events such as dances were ananged. Social workers and vocational 
counselors assisted the men in making practical arrangements. A participant was allowed 
to "work at a factory for a time to sample for himself a particular job before he decides 
his future" (Sutherland & Fitzpatrick, 1945, p. 217). Each man was given opportunities 
for reality testing in both social and vocation environments, the success or failure of 
which he could then assess with the help of his discussion group and the professional 
staff. Staff consisted of both men and women, reflecting the make-up of normal society 
rather than the single-sex environments of the camps. 
Initially men tended to approach their adjustment problems from a practical point 
of view, taking their problems to the vocational counselor. As a man' s stay progressed, 
he was increasingly likely to make use of psychological counseling with a more open 
acknowledgment and awareness of his deeper needs (Wilson et al., 1947). Psychological 
aspects of the transition that the men experienced while in the Units encompassed four 
phases as identified by Wilson et al., including "(1) neutralization of the suspicion of 
authority; (2) the return to a less regressed social attitude within the unit; (3) a more 
general movement towards an adapted social relationship with the community in general; 
and ( 4) the formation and testing of individual plans for civilian life" (1947, p. 736). Life 
in the Unit bridged life at home and in the community. Upon entering the Unit "they were 
still soldiers" (Curle, 2001). Taking part in activities and services provided by the Unit 
helped to make the transition gradual until "the gap between stepping stones grew 
narrower" (Curle, 2001 ). 
272 
Effectiveness of the CRUs: Research Results 
Due to the innovative nature of the CRUs and the resources devoted to establishing 
and running them, it was important that data be gathered regarding the level of 
effectiveness of the units. Army Major Adam Curle was asked to design and carry out the 
research in collaboration with psychologist E. L. Trist. Their report, published in 1947, 
concluded that the CRUs did have a positive impact on the adjustments of those who 
participated. 
Before the CRU experiment began, it had been generally believed that most cases 
of post-service maladjustment would self-resolve within the first year or so. As early 
returnees were more closely followed, however, it became apparent that this was not so. 
Curle and Trist (1947) noted that while symptoms of adjustment difficulties in non-CRU 
men might appear to have abated over time, "real social re-adaptation has not occurred . . . 
far from improvement having occun·ed, unsettlement may have grown still deeper roots" 
(p. 277). Prior to the availability of CRU treatment, "even when men had been back for 
18 months or longer, serious and persistent difficulties were reported in something like 
one third of the men" (Curle & Trist, 1947, p. 241). Furthermore, studies suggested that 
"a return to the Army often acted as a temporary shelter for repatriated men, delaying the 
emergence of trouble in its full force until the man had returned to civilian life" (Curle & 
Trist, 1947, p. 242). 
One problem facing those concerned with providing treatment was determining 
the exact nature of the problem. Army medical personnel did not believe that a 
psychological illness was involved, but there were clearly problems that had arisen upon 
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rejoining civilian life. "There was no single symptom apart from a strong sense of 
malaise and dissatisfaction, of being no longer part of society. There was therefore no 
obvious treatment" (Curle, 2001). Acting on suggestions offered by returnees themselves, 
CRUs were designed on principles of group interaction and resocialization. The 
hypothesis on which the CRUs were built was "that provided a crisis of desocialization 
could be surmounted, there might be in the POW experience positive components and 
wider social potentiality which was of considerable importance ... " (Curle & Trist, 1947, 
p.241-242). 
The method chosen for the study was observation of men in the context of their 
home community. Since the purpose of the CRU was "to facilitate ... social reconnection 
as a total person with the total society" it was important for assessment to be conducted 
so as to "see the men concerned in a complete cultural setting, and to compare their 
behaviour with local norms" (Curle & Trist, 1947, p. 243). "Desocialization had been 
postulated as a factor affecting the whole social space of an individual. The purpose of 
the follow-up was to assess the significance of the CRU as a therapeutic community" (p. 
243). 
A community was located that provided access to a large number of returnees 
including sufficient representation of both CRU and non-CRU participants. Economic 
conditions in the surrounding area were such that there was not a significant level of 
unemployment which could adversely affect settlement and be a confounding factor in 
the analysis. A control group of civilians was selected that demographically closely 
matched the first two groups on a set of thirteen established criteria. The CRU and non-
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CRU groups were also found to be closely matched for degree of pre-enlistment 
adjustment and other demographic factors. However, it was found that the CRU sample 
had, prior to entering the CRU, a significantly higher level of circumstances contributing 
to external stress than the non-CRU sample. It was hypothesized that these external 
circumstances might have provided a "cover" for the men, giving them a good external 
justification for their decision to enter the CRU. The researchers identified fifteen 
detailed "Criteria of Social Participation" against which they would rate members of all 
three groups. Ratings were determined by observation and by discussion with the man 
himself and with family members, friends, and community members. High scores 
indicated a high level of social integration and adjustment. Although ratings were 
subjective, criteria were carefully spelled out in order to remove that subjectivity to the 
extent possible. Most men in all three groups were visited by the investigator multiple 
times in a variety of settings (Curle & Trist, 1947). 
In analyzing the resulting scores for all three groups Curle & Trist found that in 
addition to men who were at the community norm (as defined largely by the control 
group) there were three types of deviations, two below the norm and one above the norm. 
For purposes of analysis, each type (including the norm) was assigned a grade of 1 to 4. 
In the first type (grade 1) the man had rejected or abandoned the typical roles of husband, 
father, worker, or neighbor. Prevailing local culture had little influence on behavior. 
Assessments by neighbors and community members were generally negative, but an 
element of pity softened some harsh judgments. There was little, if any, participation in 
the community. In the second type (grade 2) roles were accepted but without real 
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engagement. The man went through the motions but in a stereotypical fashion, and there 
was little or no flexibility for responding to circumstances that were unexpected or out of 
the ordinary. Assessments by neighbors and community members were negative. 
Performance at the norm was designated as grade 3 and consisted of behavior that fell 
within the expected cultural range with little deviation. Grade 4, performance above the 
norm, was characterized by "congruence of individual development with the realities of 
social situations" (Curle & Trist, 1947, p. 259). In these men "the approach to situations 
[was] flexible, and less governed by stereotypes than in others" (p. 260). Assessments by 
others were generally positive. Group 4 reflected creativity and leadership, and an ability 
to adapt to the changing post-war culture without being defined by stereotypes. 
Results from the cumulative assessments of individuals in each of the three samples 
(CRU, non-CRU, and Control) showed that "the Control group predominate[ d) at the 
score of 3 (the norm), the non-CRU group at 1 and 2 (below the norm), and the CRU 
group at 4 (above the norm)" (p. 276). Results were statistically significant; the CRU 
sample showed a higher level of adjustment in spite of having had a higher level of initial 
external stress. In comparing the tlu·ee samples against each other on the various 
individual criteria the results pointed to a generally superior adjustment on the part of the 
CRU sample, leading the researchers to conclude that the "overcoming of negative 
deviance entailed the appearance of positive deviance, i.e., the therapy of desocialization 
did not consist in the reinstatement of the norm, but in the actualization of supra-
normative potentialities. The pattern of resocialization was not desocialization in reverse" 
(Curle & Trist, 1947, p. 275). The presence of Grade 4 individuals in the non-CRU 
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sample indicated that the CRU was not the sole reason for positive adjustment; the 
authors postulated that perhaps the experience of overcoming a traumatic experience 
itself could help to spur development. Overall, however, the study showed a positive 
effect of CRU participation on the adjustment of ex-POWs. 
Curle and Trist indicated that the social support received through the CRU was 
likely critical to this success. "The identity of the individual is largely built up through his 
relationship system" (1947, p 260) and that relationship system had become threatened 
by dislocation and social change. Experiences outside of the norm can lead to 
ineffectiveness of the usual support system when those experiences are not understood by 
others. The ability of the CRU participant to engage in group discussion with his peers 
might have done much to enforce and redevelop critical communication and relationship 
skills. 
In a sense, the CRU replaces the larger organized family group by providing a 
series of "safe" and stable relationships on several levels. When a man has left the 
CRU, the sense of security seems to persist; for once the anxious barriers to 
communication have been broken down, the potentialities of human relationships 
are effectively comprehended ... (Curle & Trist, 1947, p. 284). 
Through CRU communities, the participant learned to operate at a higher level of self and 
other awareness, with increased flexibility of response and adaptation potential. 
In their conclusion, the authors caution that difficulties of social adjustment are not 
confined to returning soldiers and POWs but can potentially be found wherever there is 
social disruption. Their concluding statement and call for research foreshadows writings 
by people such as Marris and Toffler who also were concerned with disruptions of social 
systems. 
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What we have called desocialization cannot be confined to those who have had 
specific experiences of separation, but is a general social phenomenon. It is a kind 
of affective dislocation from the exigencies of social interaction which has 
become highly organized on a cultural basis. This is a problem of such 
overwhelming significance that it would appear to be a focal point of study for all 
social scientists (Curle & Trist, 1947, p. 284). 
POWs and Transition Themy 
The major adjustments necessitated by first joining the military, then leaving the 
military and rejoining civilian life represent disruptions in the "life space" of any 
individual. With each change of direction, roles and relationships are radically altered as 
are rules for living and assumptions about individuality and control over one's own 
destiny. Induction into the military involves a breakdown of identity; the soldier's total 
frame of reference is altered and a new identity, the identity of soldier, is built. As noted 
by Hollingshead, the process often involves confusion, anxiety and liminality. 
Further discontinuity of identity is introduced when capture and imprisonment 
interrupt the role of soldier. The experience of being a prisoner of war not only brings the 
soldier identity into question, the experience is such that there is no definite end in sight. 
The POW enters into a liminal existence, but one which is perhaps tempered by 
communitas if he is among his fellows. 
Their alienation from normal civilian life had occurred during the whole process 
of militarization. This is a process which transforms the civilian into the fledgling 
soldier through an increasing identification with the army unit, a process 
cemented by the experience of battle in which small-group solidarity and mutual 
trust is essential to survival. If it happens that the action ends in capture, reliance 
on the group intensifies. Without their weapons and their military leaders (who, if 
captured, are sent to other camps) , the captives have to depend entirely on each 
other. It might have been assumed that the outcome would have been a chaotic 
anarchy. But from the available accounts, it was a tender democracy in which its 
members followed the mandate of reciprocal respect and care. It seems that this 
278 
democracy persisted as an ideal socio-psychological form, one looked back on 
with nostalgia during periods of painful repatriation. 
However, although the culture of the camps was democratic, this was not 
entirely conducive to resettlement. The POWs were returning to roles- as father, 
citizen, neighbour, employee, especially perhaps husband ... (Curle, 2001). 
Interpreted in light of Turner's concepts, Curle's statement points up the difference 
between the cornmunitas (anti-structure) experienced in the camps and the social roles 
(structure) to which former POWs return. Restoration of old roles can be difficult, 
however. Having had the former identity stripped away, a new identity must be 
constructed. After existence in a deep liminality where the predominant feeling is lack of 
connection to the outside world, loss of efficacy, and loss of individuality, the man must 
regain his feelings of belonging and place. 
Being without the confirming experiences of his own society and possibly subject 
to disconfrrming messages from the enemy (Newman, 1944, p. 8) a prisoner of war while 
in captivity has to find external points of reference to which to orient in order to maintain 
personal stability and identity. 
During the period of recovery [while in the camp] the possibility of a reason . .. for 
living gradually emerges and forms itself from the all-enveloping fog of shattered 
values ... [Those] who find the definition of this image more difficult, remain 
restless, discontented, more indefinite in their prison day routine (Newman, 1944, 
p. 9). 
A POW, or any soldier, will often use the image and memories of home as a point of 
orientation. He will use that image to construct a targeted future identity. If, upon 
homecoming, that image proves to be false, a new sense of disorientation must take over. 
With whom, and how, will he re-connect? Will he find a predictable world? For British 
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POWs observed by Wilson et al., difficulties were heightened where 
the man's sense of reality [had] suffered in the process of his anticipated 
homecoming, in his tendencies to over-indulge in fantasies about the "brave new 
world" he was about to find, and in the life of the family which he has over-
idealized to an extraordinary extent (Wilson et al., 1947, p. 738). 
CRUs and Gap Management 
World War II's returning POWs had experienced a series of disruptions to identity. 
They had transitioned from civilian to military life, with the attendant change in reference 
group, autonomy, and other factors cited above. Many or most had experienced combat. 
They had become prisoners, which might have been the most unexpected transition. 
According to Whiles (1945) "The last thing the men thought of before capture was the 
possibility of being taken prisoner; only death and wounding had been envisaged. The 
result was that their shock on capture was all the greater because of lack of mental 
preparation" (p. 697). 
Capture had the potential to disrupt the sense of self as deeply seated qualities of 
character and values were brought into question in the man's own judgment. Feelings of 
competence may have been challenged. 
The feeling of guilt at being captured was most common in the men who were of 
good morale before capture. Not only was this a reaction to the traditional attitude 
that a good soldier is not taken prisoner, but a number of men who were feeling 
the strain of action before capture and were having difficulty in adjustment to 
their fears experienced a feeling of relief when first taken prisoner ... This feeling 
of relief brought a subsequent feeling of guilt, and was a potent factor in 
precipitating depression (Whiles, p. 697). 
According to Newman, the initial "breaking-in" phase was the most difficult, 
characterized by loss and fear. The former congruity of the soldier identity had been 
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disrupted, and the self lost identity sources of competence, control, autonomy, and 
continuity. Finding themselves in an unexpected and uncontrollable situation, POWs 
adapted as they could. They managed the gap by attempting to satisfy the needs of the 
self in the context of a new identity, beginning what Newman termed the "convalescent" 
period. With a stabilized identity in the context of the situation, they began to take 
interest in and interact with their surroundings. They learned to control what they could, 
make connections with their fellows, and find competence in the activities that were 
allowed them. Having done so, they could be successful in a new environment that could 
now be more-or-less correctly anticipated on a day-to-day basis, giving coherence to their 
lives. Expectations were tailored to meet reality. The camp became their new assumptive 
world, and within that world they could manage. In short, they made the best of a bad 
situation by closing the gap and adopting a new identity, that of POW. This, however, 
was an "adaptation to a lower plane of existence" (Newman, 1944, p. 8) and left the 
man's interests and sense of initiative severely curtailed. 
This pattern established, anticipation of homecoming took center stage for most 
men. Visions of home life became idealized. Not realizing that they themselves had 
changed and forgetting that those at home (as well as environmental circumstances) 
might have also changed, many anticipated returning to the same life and relationships 
they had left behind. Many might have envisioned easily shedding the stabilized self-and-
identity relationship of POW to return to the pre-military self-and-identity. The reality 
was, however, that the self had undergone changes, brought about by first adapting to a 
military identity then by adapting to a POW identity. 
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Freedom, which might have come suddenly and with little warning, placed the 
men almost overnight back in the long anticipated environment of home. Their 
assumptive world changed drastically once again, but this change was to an assumptive 
world which, they expected, would be familiar. They had long held images and 
expectations of home. Had they been correct in their anticipations? Were things as they 
had envisioned? Was their former assumptive world intact? If so, readjustment was 
facilitated and the gap was closed with the help of family and friends . "The repatriate 
who finds his family and his intimates as he hoped to find them, ready to listen 
sympathetically and to share his experiences . .. is already half-way on the road to 
recovery" (Newman, 1944, p. 9) . 
For many, however, anticipations were not correct. While they were away, much 
had changed. They were now adjusting to yet another unfamiliar situation. Furthermore, 
when first entering the military the man would have expected a period of adjustment and 
have expected that life in the military would be different; he might not expect to have to 
make an adjustment to home. These returnees found themselves faced with an 
unexpected gap. Adjustment involved regaining an understanding of the external 
environment, accepting it for what it was, and making efforts to live within it. Some were 
able to do this successfully. Others were not. 
If returnees continued to cling to old hopes, expectations and images of pre-war 
life and were unable to accept the changes they found, they were in a position of 
difficulty as they were unable to conceive of shifts in self or identity that would close the 
gap. Instead of trying to move the self to find congruence with the new external, their 
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actions and emotions would cycle in a loop of futility trying to restore a previous 
"normal." Realistic goals could not be formulated, actions gave little satisfaction. Some 
men, feeling overwhelmed, clung to the coping methods they had adopted as a POW. 
Wilson, Trist and Curle referred to desocialization, a condition they characterized by 
failure to take on social roles, failure to sustain social relationships, and failure to operate 
effectively within the culture and prevailing social structure. "A man would live as a 
passive prisoner of his own society. Men were found who had not left their houses for 
weeks" (Wilson, Trist, and Curle, 1952, p. 92). 
We have said that the key needs of the self are (and while terms vary among 
authors, the gist is the same) continuity, connection, coherence, control, competence and 
autonomy. The returned combat veteran or returned POW may experience disruption to 
several of these elements. Continuity of the self may be broken if the military experience 
was sufficiently different that the individual feels that it was a "different person" who had 
those experiences, and that who he was then cannot be shared or brought back to civilian 
life; he might want to isolate the wartime experience and resume life as if it had not 
happened. Social connections or identifications have shifted radically at least once and 
must shift back again, and the soldier might see the two groups, civilian and military, as 
incompatible. Furthermore, the former connections of civilian life may no longer exist or 
exist in altered form. The sense of control over the environment and one's destiny that 
have been reshaped by military life, and more so by life as a POW, must now be regained 
in a civilian role. Competence has been gained in specific roles assigned by the military, 
but may have been lost in a shifting civilian world. (Whiles likened the experience of 
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returning POWs to Rip Van Winkle: "so many things are strange and different. He is shy 
of making a fool of himself' (1945, p. 697)). The self needs to be understood, and have 
common interests and frames of reference in order to connect to others. Whiles reported 
that some returnees had "little desire to mix with people, finding that they knew scarcely 
anything of the current topics of conversation ... Their only topic was the life of a prisoner 
of war, and they felt themselves in danger of becoming crushing bores on that subject" 
(1945, p. 697) . The feeling of autonomy, too, must be regained. 
To try to establish a post-war life and pick up right where one had left off in terms 
of identity, without acknowledgement of the war-time experience by one's self or others, 
can leave a hole- a denial- of the soldier and/or POW identity; yet to focus exclusively 
on the POW identity leaves no room for connection in the present to civilians, no 
possibility of forward motion. There is the danger of going through the motions of a 
normal daily life without true engagement of the full self if part of the self s experience is 
isolated or not accepted. True continuity integrates all experiences into the self. To 
integrate both identities, pre-war and wm1ime, is the challenge. The man must see himself 
as having one continuous self that spans pre-war, war, and post-war. Ties formed both 
before and during the war must be affirmed if not maintained, providing connection with 
someone who shares and understands their experience, who "knew them when." Feelings 
of competence must be fostered and maintained, both for the soldier role and the post-war 
role. These tasks might be difficult to accomplish alone, and the CRUs were designed to 
assist in re-integration by reversing some of the patterns learned both in the military and 
in the camps. 
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Built into the CRU experience was the exercise of free choice, beginning with 
small choices that had been denied them in the military and in prison camp. On the first 
day they were allowed to choose their bed in the dormitory. On the second day they were 
asked to divide themselves into groups of fifteen, choosing their own companions. Next 
they were allowed to select and wear civilian clothes. As free choice was gradually 
expanded, so was the environment within which they operated. After the first week of 
spending most of their time in the Unit, the men were encouraged to visit workplaces and 
social organizations in the suiTounding community in the company of others from the 
Unit. Thereafter, more independence and individuality was encouraged (Wilson, Trist & 
Curle, 1952). At each step, support in the form of counselors and the cohort was available 
to discuss both practical issues and emotional reactions as they arose. Feelings of 
difference and isolation were thus reduced or removed. Each man was able to understand, 
integrate, accept, and better appreciate his own experiences and reactions. 
Many a returning serviceman knew that he had new viewpoints and ideas, and 
some were and are eager to practice their expression in civilian life, but few had 
any but a superficial understanding of the emotional strengths and weaknesses 
that service life had given them (Main, 1947, p. 360). 
Britain's Civil Resettlement Units provided an important bridge to homecoming 
and the establishment of a new identity. By paying the man as a soldier and keeping the 
staff in military uniform, the CRUs allowed a partial continuation of the military identity. 
By allowing the man freedom of choice and the ability to dress as a civilian, they 
encouraged identification with the civilian population and permission to satisfy self-needs 
in a new way. It has already been pointed out that the CRU process, by encouraging 
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initiative, freedom of choice, and open discussion of problems and emotions, reversed 
some of the military induction training the men had received. By encouraging open and 
personal communication in a group setting, CRUs allowed for communitas and 
connection in a safe environment. By providing a forum for discussion that followed 
reality-testing experiences, they provided a scaffold for growth and learning, the creation 
of target identities, and a vision of the future. By assisting men in setting and achieving 
goals, CRUs kept them focused on active problem-solving in a forward-looking approach 
strategy. 
By uniting theories of motivation with theories of self and identity, the Gap 
Management Model helps us to understand why and how CRUs were effective. Some 
former POWs had attempted to preserve or return to a former reality that no longer 
existed. Others, although trying to move forward, were constrained by deeply ingrained 
identities that restricted ways in which the self could operate. The GMM helps us see that 
the dysfunction some men demonstrated after release, including anger, depression, or 
escapism, was merely a symptom of the gap. Either no new goals could be envisioned, or 
attempts to reach new goals suffered failure. The CRUs created bridges to future goals by 
presenting interim steps in adjustment. They modeled the possibility of attaining a new 
self and identity that were in congruence, and they supported the man's individual 
attempts to rejoin his society. They gave permission to leave the military identity behind 
while at the same time they honored and integrated all of a man's past experience as a 
part of his continuous self; they helped point the way to new a future. 
The positive results obtained from the CRUs point also to a phenomenon that has 
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since been studied in greater depth: the ability to grow from trauma. Curle and Trist noted 
that "normality is not optimum adjustment and it is certainly not synonymous with the 
most free and unanxious interaction within a given social framework" (1947, p. 283). In 
their study, Grade 4 men were men who had learned to live creatively. Five or six years 
later, Carl Rogers would write this description of a person living "the good life:" 
With his sensitive openness to the world, his trust of his own ability to form new 
relationships with his environment, he would be the type of person from whom 
creative products and creative living emerge. He would not necessarily be 
"adjusted" to his culture, and he would almost certainly not be a conformist. But 
at any time and in any culture he would live constructively, in as much harmony 
with his culture as a balanced satisfaction of needs demanded .... 
Such a person would, I believe, be recognized by the student of evolution 
as the type most likely to adapt and survive under changing environmental 
conditions. He would be able creatively to make sound adjustments to new as well 
as old conditions. He would be a fit vanguard of human evolution (Rogers, 1961, 
p. 193-194). 
By encouraging communication, self-acceptance, and the open examination of their 





"Man is both a structural and an anti-structural entity, who grows through anti-structure 
and conserves through structure. " - Victor Turner, 1974, p. 298. 
A Small Personal Story 
My mother died when I was thirty years old. At the time, I was living in an 
apartment, my second since moving out of the house a year after my college graduation. I 
had been on my own, earning my own living, making my own decisions, for nine years. I 
had left home. 
A year after my mother's death my father decided to sell the house. It was the 
house I had grown up in, my home from the age of seven on. There was, of course, lots to 
do; getting rid of things, sorting who would keep what, emptying a house that had been 
full for twenty-four years. Then it was all done, and the house was sold. Dad moved into 
his "first" apartment, and with his new beginnings, my relationship with him seemed to 
begin in a whole new way also. 
There was a period of a few days, however, after he moved, when the old house 
still belonged to him. It was empty, but the papers had yet to be signed. The house still 
belonged to "us," was how I thought of it; it was still my house, but only for a few more 
days. I felt I had to say goodbye. 
On a mild March afternoon, with remnants of snow still on the ground, I drove 
over to the house and used my key to let myself in. I was alone, and the house was empty 
of everything that had been ours. Everything, of course, except the memory of twenty-
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four years. I walked through the house, and remembered. In each room, I stood, and just 
remembered. I said goodbye to each room; I said goodbye to the house. I stayed until I 
was ready to leave. 
When that time came I locked up and left, and started out to back out of the 
driveway for the last time. Before I got very far I noticed an old cement duck lying on its 
side in the front yard, half-buried in a pile of old snow. It was a duck that my parents had 
bought for the front lawn of our first house the year I was born. I stopped and took the 
duck with me. It sits outside of my own house today, nestled in the ivy under a tree. That 
old cement duck is a constant reminder of the continuity of my life. 
Liminality and Creativity 
Liminality can be a long, protracted and confusing state, or it can be a moment in 
time where we allow ourselves to focus, be in the present, and re-orient. One advantage 
in allowing ourselves to experience lirninality rather than rushing to close the gap 
prematurely is the possibility that new, previously unthought-of, goals or paths will arise. 
Rather than automatically pursuing a goal that has been shaped by external expectations 
or by our former self-expectations, liminality might allow for a wider range of options to 
present themselves. In liminality our self can continue to develop and move forward as 
the external reality changes. 
To think creatively is to permit a loss of structure, to accept a liminal state. To 
allow the mind to experience creativity is to allow the mind to play. Winnicott (2005) 
said that playing occurs in the space between subjective inner reality and the perception 
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of the external world. This lends to playing an uncertainty, a precariousness that is 
stimulating and exciting. According to Winnicott, "It is in playing and only in playing 
that the individual child or adult is able to be creative and to use the whole personality, 
and it is only in being creative that the individual discovers the self'(2005, p. 72-73). 
"Contrasted with this is a relationship to external reality which is one of compliance" (p. 
87). 
Self-actualization involves coming to know ourselves as individuals and learning 
how to live lives in which our inner and outer experiences are aligned. In order to achieve 
motivational competence and align our explicit or extrinsic motives with our implicit or 
intrinsic motives, we might need to free ourselves somewhat from the need for social 
approval. We might sometimes want to pursue external goals that are unexpected or 
unconventional. Finding creative solutions or developing new goals can serve in the 
effort to satisfy our implicit needs. "Creativity may be tied to the motivation to express 
oneself . .. to construct meaningful interpretations of experience, or to retain a sense of 
autonomy" (Runco, 2005, p. 620). 
Robert Albert made the point that if we allow or pursue creativity we must be 
willing to accept the possibility that we will get a different result than we had expected 
(1996, p. 312). The end-point is, by definition, unknown. In liminality, both the internal 
and external selves are in flux. To accept the experience of liminality is to accept that 
movement of both the internal and the external is allowed and welcomed. Too much 
reliance on external reward can prevent us from finding our own path, from acting 
creatively in finding solutions to closing the gap. Runco wrote that "Expected evaluation 
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is detrimental to creativity; actual evaluation is detrimental to creativity; surveillance is 
detrimental to creativity ... [contracted] reward is detrimental to creativity ... competition 
has a detrimental effect on creativity; and a restricted choice, particularly about how to 
proceed with an activity, has a detrimental effect on creativity" (2005, p. 613). 
Another advantage of liminality is the opportunity for reflection, for looking back 
at an experience or an era in our lives and understanding its place in our personal story. 
We begin to integrate the past appropriately and in balance, and allow it to become a part 
of our continuity. We are able recognize what is ending and to begin to let it go. 
Transition presents an opp01tunity. Undoubtedly, many transitions represent 
painful losses; it cannot be said that all transitions are blessings in our lives. When an 
external event is irreversible, however, the best we can do might be to allow ourselves the 
freedom to rethink our lives, to redefine our plans, so that we are able to move forward 
and function effectively in a new context. Accepting the uncertainty of liminality can 
provide us with that opportunity. Referring to Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers, Runco 
wrote that ''Toward the end of their careers, they both gave up trying to separate self-
actualization from creativity" (2005, p. 619.) 
Our Assumptive Worlds 
We become accustomed to dealing with the world in a certain way, and change 
disrupts our certainty. We are no longer sure how to manage. "Within people's nature is 
the tendency to internalize and integrate into themselves aspects of their world, and these 
processes allow people to be more effective in dealing with that world" (Deci and Moller, 
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2005, p. 590). Because we prefer our world to be predictable, one of the primary stressors 
in an experience of change can be loss of control, especially loss of control when 
experiencing negative events (Fisher, 1990). Loss of control over one's self or one's 
environment, when control is expected, can be frightening. Perceived loss of control 
makes it difficult to formulate plans, to set goals, or to take action; by definition, with 
loss of control, efficacy is lost. 
Change, either internal or external, means that some aspect of the experienced 
environment or "life space" has changed. In order to be proactive in managing that 
change, a person must be both able and willing to put forth the necessary effort to close 
the gap. Fisher wrote that "vulnerability to change and transition may thus arise because 
of reluctance to undertake commitment and to struggle with the new environment. .. . The 
new environment will be associated with low personal control and will remain as a source 
of threat to individuals" (1990, p. 61-62). 
We need to be connected to other people. Having more than one external source of 
identity validation, of recognition, is critical. Having multiple sources of identity support 
means that when we suffer a loss in one area we can rely on other roles and relationships 
to pull us through. One of the factors often cited as assisting in a transition is the presence 
of social support. Part of social support is a validation and feeding of the vital needs of 
the person' s internal self through support for alternate roles and relationships, a safety net 
woven from threads of connection. To the extent that we can maintain and rely on the 
identities we hold that have not changed, we can maintain a coherent self. If we allow one 
external identity to define us too deeply to the exclusion of others, we have put our 
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internal self in jeopardy. Mostly, we need a strong internal self that is not overly subject 
to the unpredictable winds of external change. We need the strength of a solid self and 
flexibility of response if we are to grow. Finding the balance between the two is key. 
Oatley described this as "the relation between our sense of self as persisting throughout 
personal history, and of that sense being changeable, dependent on matters outside 
personal control" (1990, p. 70) . 
Bereavement, of course, is much greater than simply the loss of a role or an 
identity. Bereavement implies much more than transition, although it encompasses 
transition. It creates a loss that is often deeply felt for years, long after stability and 
normal functioning has been regained. The point made here, in discussing transitions and 
loss, is that the ability to regain balance, to define new identities, to once again feel that 
the world makes sense, allows us to hold a vision of a continuous self in the future. 
Recovery from bereavement does not erase the memory or presence of the loved one, and 
it does not erase the loss (see Klass, Silverman, and Nickman, 1996). It does mean, 
however that we know that we can continue into the future with our basic self-needs 
attended to, even if our self is somehow changed. We close the gap created by 
bereavement by attending to our needs for connection, competence, coherence, 
continuity, control, and autonomy; by moving forward as a whole person. 
To the extent that we do have multiple sources of support for our internal self and 
hold multiple roles in our daily lives, we can sometimes choose to forgo perfect 
coherence between our self and a particular external identity. If we have enough 
congruence in the rest of our lives, we can live with a gap that is not fully closed. White 
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said that as humans, we can choose to arrive at an "acceptable compronilse" with the 
environment (1976, p. 22). Dubas (1965) said that as humans we have a unique capacity 
to plan, to make choices, to weigh alternatives and assess outcomes consistent with our 
social motives. We nilght choose to sacrifice one current good for another, or one current 
good for a future good. We nilght decide, for a variety of reasons, to stay in a marriage 
that no longer feels right. We nilght decide to take a higher paying but less satisfying job 
because it will afford us the opportunity for a better life for ourselves and our fanilly, or 
conversely, to sacrifice income in order to pursue intrinsic interests. We might decide not 
to fully pursue a plan that we have at the present time, delaying that satisfaction to a 
future date. Gap management is a theory of how we manage change to assure that our 
selves and our identities, our intrinsic motives and the way we live our lives, best fulfill 
our needs for connection, competence, coherence, continuity, control and autonomy. We 
strive towards self-actualization. To attain perfect congruence in all aspects of life is a 
lofty goal, but one perhaps not often reached. While we all strive for the satisfaction of 
congruence, sometimes we will opt for "good enough." 
Transition is about locating a center, finding a fixed point of orientation for the self 
while both the self and the external world are in flux. Transition is about using that center 
as our guide, and taking it with us when life moves us to a new place. We build our 
center as we grow and develop, in part based on the interactions we have and the way we 
perceive the world and our place in it. This is the picture painted by Erikson, of a baby 
seeing its mother's face smiling down from above. The mother provides a center of 
reference for that child, one that comes and goes but persists over time. A strong sense of 
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self as continuing through time and circumstance allows us to encounter new external 
realities with a minimum of threat to our existential being. We fear and avoid the gap 
more when that strong internal self is missing; we sense that we will not be able to feed 
our own self-needs. Transitions are frightening to the extent that they remove, or threaten 
to remove, the conduits to fulfillment of our basic needs. 
We make and preserve meaning through our sense that we have a place in the 
world, that we have ties to others and are recognized and validated for our unique being. 
For some, an important point of orientation comes in the form of religion or a relationship 
with a higher power. Religious belief can provide or affirm connection with a constant 
center-point, whether a deity or a community. In a relationship with God, we are 
recognized. Religious belief provides continuity over time, including time that stretches 
beyond the individual's own life-time into both the past and the future. This can be seen 
in Eliade's description of the center-point as that which orients home, around which the 
"we" of community resides. 
When others do not share, understand, or recognize our assumptive world, 
connection and maybe coherence can be lost; people who are important to us cannot 
recognize the past or current experience that is part of our continuous self. Support 
groups, half-way houses, gangs, and friendship groups work because they are based on 
ties of recognition and mutual validation. Orientation and belonging are provided by 
identity. Someone else knows and understands a part of us that is deeply integrated but 
not easily explicable. When a prisoner is released, when an addict tries to get straight, 
when a worker is unable to find a job, when a spouse dies, there are changes to life's 
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assumptions and changes to modes of living that need understanding. When the loss is to 
a relationship or role that is deeply a part of our self (good or bad), it might feel as though 
part of the self is missing. The self must find new sources of support and care, and 
perhaps the connection of knowing we are not alone in dealing with loss or change. New 
identities need validation, and sometimes we need guidance in navigating a new reality. 
Providing continuity where possible, bridging the change, can assist in creating a new, 
functional, healthy and sustainable self and identity. Old ties, old identities, and old 
experiences need to be recognized and validated, even if they are not positive or are no 
longer desired. Honoring the past self allows for continuity. 
Transition and Ritual Experience 
In Chapter 1 we looked at ritual as a facilitator of transition. Ritual can create or 
mark change, can be a source of stability and comfort, and can be at the service of the 
community or of the individual, in various combinations. Ritual helps us to structure our 
psychological environment. Erikson believed that a sense of belonging and identity was 
inextricably connected to the need for ritual. Rituals help to reassure us that there is a 
point of continuity amid our changing assumptive world. In rituals designed to bring 
about or mark transition, the individual is directed through change while being assured of 
stability in the social order or in the cosmos. When we find that it is our external world 
that is changing or uncertain, the regularity of a repeated ritual gives us a point of 
orientation, a way to maintain continuity in spite of instability around us. The change can 
be frightening, another psychological reality reflected in ritual structure: "It is especially 
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the idea of the bridge and the narrow gate which suggest the idea of a dangerous passage, 
and which, for this reason, frequently occur in initiatory and funerary rituals and 
mythologies" (Eliade, p. 181). The gap created between what was once known and what 
is yet to come must be traversed, and ritual structures provide a framework to assist in the 
journey, assuring that the outcome will be at a stable identity and location within the 
social world. 
We can think of these as two types of ritual: rituals of continuity and rituals of 
transition. Ritual, whether public or private, formal or informal, helps us to find a center, 
a link between past, present and future. Some rituals help us to break ties in a way that 
allows acknowledgement and mindfulness; the past can be relinquished with grace, 
gratitude, or sorrow, but it is done in such a way that we have gained a measure of control 
over our loss by creating our own goodbye. If goodbyes are done in a mindful way, the 
future can be welcomed in the same way. Rather than having it rush at us, we can say 
"Now I am ready; I choose to face to future." We might need a period of rest, however, to 
allow ourselves to be "in the moment" and re-orient to new goals and a new sense of self. 
We don't have many rituals in our society for making transitions. We certainly 
don't have many for saying goodbye. Somehow, though, I knew what I had to do that 
March day, and I think what I did was to make my own ritual of separation. I said 
goodbye not only to the bouse, but to my mother, to my childhood, to the idea that I had a 
parental home to go back to. I kept my memories. To this day, I am grateful that I made 
that last visit. 
We come to realize that ritual is something that is happening to some extent all the 
time, in the most seemingly common, mundane aspects of our lives. Indeed, the 
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ability, really the necessity, of humans to reside simultaneously in multiple worlds, 
ceaselessly playing upon the boundaries between them, may be universal. It is 
certainly pervasive in our everyday lives (Seligman et al., p. 180). 
SummaJy of The Gap Management Model 
The Gap Management Model of transition is a self-and-identity-based model. It 
supposes a period of disruption (liminality) existing between two relatively steady states. 
The central concept of the model is that people make alterations either in their external 
circumstances or in their internal view of self in order to lessen the gap (disruption) that 
is created when an internal or external change disturbs the congruence (and conduit) 
between the self and external relationships or interactions. The fundamental tenets of the 
model are as follows: 
1) People naturally seek congruity between their internal self-concept and their 
roles and relationships in the external world; this congruity enhances motivational 
competence and allows for satisfaction of the basic needs of the self. 
2) Change (internal or external) creates a shift in the relationship between the 
internal self and the experienced external roles and relationships (the assumptive 
world). This shift can be towards greater congruity or can create a disruption of 
congruity resulting in a (wider) gap between self and identity. 
3) When disruption occurs, we make attempts to close the gap and restore 
congruity. Those attempts can be functional or dysfunctional, effective or 
ineffective. 
4) The time after a change occurs and before congruity is restored (liminality) is 
typically stressful (as fulfillment one or more of our basic needs might be 
disrupted) but can present opportunity for creativity and growth. 
5) Psychological points of orientation help us to orient ourselves within the 
environment and stay centered in our sense of self. Orientation points can be 
internal or external. Anticipation, the use of a mental picture as a bridge to an 
unknown future, is a form of orientation. Ritual is another, as is dependence on 
consistent social interactions or daily routines. 
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6) The size of the gap impacts the duration of liminality (the length of time 
between one stable state and another) and the amount of adjustment required in 
order to regain stability. 
7) Transitions begin only when a change is perceived. Developmental or 
circumstantial changes that occur outside of our awareness do not initiate 
transition for us; our perception of them does. 
Our World 
As William Bridges wrote, ''The focus on change has given us the power to 
remake the world, but it has also meant that our society has not developed comparably 
effective ways of dealing with the human dimension of change" (2001, p. 182). Change is 
all around us. As individuals, people are being asked to take on roles and perform in ways 
that are sometimes far from their experience or expectations. While our society has long 
known the common and expected life transitions of marriage, graduation, a new job, 
retirement, illness, death of a family member or moving to a new city, we are now 
finding other transitions becoming increasingly common: grandparents unexpectedly 
taking on responsibility for grandchildren; young people as well as adults learning to 
break addictions to alcohol or drugs; rapid technological change redefining our jobs, our 
workplaces, and our sources of information; families more frequently reconfiguring, 
adding and losing members; new methods of communication changing how we think of 
privacy or the definition of our social circles; newly discovered illnesses changing the 
way we think about our environment. Each change, as we have seen, can affect us in 
ways that call into question our concepts of ourselves and our place in society. Each 
change has the possibility to impact, in very practical terms, the way we live our lives. 
Young African-Americans and Hispanic-Americans are going to college in 
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numbers not seen in previous generations. They will come home changed, and they will 
find that their lives are different from those of their parents and grandparents, maybe 
even from those of their sisters and brothers. How will these new graduates cope with the 
relationship, economic, and lifestyle changes they might encounter? 
Recent news reports have focused on soldiers returning from Iraq and 
Afghanistan, and the difficulties in adjustment they are having. Many of these young men 
and women experience a second, third, or even fourth transition in a relatively short time 
period. Consider the young soldier who might have 1) just graduated from high school or 
college; 2) gone through military induction and training; 3) been sent to war to perform a 
role little understood by those at home; 4) been sent back home to a life where few 
understand his or her experience. Or think about the man who 1) joined the army 
reserves; 2) just got a promotion at work; 3) experienced the birth of his first child; 4) 
was sent to Iraq for not one, but two tours and now doesn't know when he will be home 
for good. Think, also, about his wife, and the parallel as well as additional transitions she 
is going through. As with all previous wars, these soldiers, men and women alike, will be 
returning to rejoin our society. 
Consider, for a moment, what we have learned about that period in a transition 
when everything feels empty; the vacuum, where people feel uprooted, directionless, 
estranged, disconnected, disoriented, scared. Think also about what we know about the 
importance of preserving a continuous sense of self and identity; we have to let go of the 
past in order to move forward, but we also need to incorporate the past into who we are 
and who we become. Think, finally, what it must mean to have the transition process 
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aborted, incomplete, or misdirected. For the sake of ourselves, our neighbors and our 
communities it behooves us to understand how change affects people, how the process of 
transition can work, and where in a transition a person might become stuck or lost. 
In Overwhelmed Nancy Schlossberg wrote: 
Reactions to a transition change over time. At one point, a transition might seem 
"for worse" and at another point "for better." To judge whether you have profited 
from change you have to ask yourself: Do you see options you did not see before? 
Have you been able to develop new roles, relationships, routines, and assumptions 
that have meaning and that are comfortable for you? (1989, p. 143). 
Toward Further Understanding 
We all need to understand transitions, not only for the big or unexpected events in 
our lives, but for the small and common ones as well. Certainly we can hope that more of 
us will study, think about, and learn about the process of transitions- to the benefit of our 
own and others' lives. I hope this work will help to further that understanding. 
Examples and cases presented here in support of the model are taken from 
existing literature, or, in the college to post-college example, from my own research. The 
model, if it is to pass muster, must be verified by others through additional research. To 
date one of the difficulties in finding research data against which to test the model has 
been that most research on transitions has either focused on one or more factors in the 
transition process, or has aggregated process data from multiple individuals. In many 
cases, data has been gathered after the fact. What is needed is research that looks at 
individual examples and studies transition itself as a process. What were the external 
factors, internal factors, and actions taken? What thoughts, feelings or beliefs prompted 
those actions? 
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There are many questions which are outside the scope of this dissertation, and 
could suggest future research. For example, what is the impact of personality on a 
transition experience? Do some people seek and prefer liminality as a psychological state 
of being? Do children, with a sense of personal agency different from that of an adult, 
experience transition in a different way? Can the GMM or a variation of it apply to 
organizational or community transitions? My hope is that this model and these questions 
will lead to additional research into the nature of transitions, how and why individual 
responses might vary, and how we can best accept and support ourselves and others 
through times of change. 
The ultimate proof or disproof of the Gap Management Model will come from the 
reactions of those readers who are experiencing, or have experienced, significant 
transitions. If they finish this book and think ' 'This has nothing to do with me!" then the 
model has failed. If, on the other hand, they read with recognition, with one or more 
"aha!" moments, then the model will have begun to serve its purpose. 
Years ago they used to close books with "THE END." After years of thinking 
about, studying, and trying to understand transitions, I'll simply close this way: 
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